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Abstract
This dissertation examines the role of the Great War in shaping British spiritualism
and psychical between 1914 and 1939. Spiritualism can be defined as the belief in
the survival of the human personality and the possibility of communication with the
dead, particularly through the séance. Psychical research represented a more
scientifically oriented and research focused approach to the supernatural. These
movements originated in the nineteenth century as traditional religious authority
waned. Meanwhile, scientists had harnessed unseen forces to make wireless
communications possible, while others probed the mysterious world of the
unconscious mind through trance. Spiritualism and psychical research flourished in
the environment of the Great War alongside a host of other supernatural
experiences and beliefs. Britons read prophecies about the coming new millennium,
flocked to séances, experimented with telepathy, and saw the ghosts of their loved
ones in dreams and in photographs. Soldiers had premonitions and saw visions on
the battlefields. Some attributed their survival to angelic, psychic, or spiritual
protection. Many of these individuals considered their beliefs to be based upon
“scientific facts.” These experiences contrast sharply with our contemporary
perspectives of the Great War as profane and futile, and conceptions of the modern
world as rational and disenchanted.
This dissertation explores the reasons for spiritualism and psychical research’s
popularity as well as their ambivalent place in the war’s cultural memory. This
dissertation argues that in the aftermath of the Great War, a segment of the British
population turned to spiritualism and psychical researcher in order to build a
heaven on earth. The unification of science and religion and the construction of a
universal brotherhood gave the war meaning and had the potential to redeem the
bloodshed. The outbreak of the Second World War, the Holocaust, and nuclear arms
race recast these aims as foolish and naïve, thus accounting for the absence of
spiritualist experiences in our contemporary memory.
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Angels and Slagheaps
On 3 April 1915, the Hereford Times printed the story of a “Miss M.” who had met two
officers claiming to have witnessed angelic intervention in Mons. According to one of these
men, the incident occurred when advancing German cavalry cornered the outnumbered
British Expeditionary Force (BEF). Turning around to face their foe, and “expecting nothing
but instant death,” they “saw between them, and the enemy a whole troop of angels.”1 The
Germans and their horses dispersed in terror, giving the British soldiers a chance to reach
safety. This tale of divine intervention in Mons exploded onto the public consciousness
after it was republished in a parish magazine over a month later. A war weary nation saw
in the spectacular story proof that the Allies were on the side of angels. Despite the fanfare,
the incident could not be corroborated with first-hand evidence and the journalist Arthur
Machen recognized that it likely originated from his short story “the Bowmen” published in
The Evening News on 24 September 1914.2 Machen’s story was a fictional account of the
BEF’s rescue during the retreat from Mons by St. George and an army of ghostly bowmen
summoned from the battle of Agincourt.3

Quoted in David Clarke, The Angel of Mons: Phantom Soldiers and Ghostly Guardians
(Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2004), 119-20.
2 Clarke, Angel of Mons, 123-4, 232-24. The Society for Psychical Research (SPR) failed to
find corroborating testimony and concluded, “the result of our enquiry is negative, at least
as regards the question of whether any apparitions were seen on the battlefield, either at
Mons or elsewhere. Of first-hand testimony we have received none at all, and of testimony
at second-hand none that would justify us in assuming the occurrence of any supernormal
phenomenon” (Helen Salter, “An Enquiry Concerning 'the Angels at Mons,” Journal for the
Society of Psychical Research [hereafter JSPR] 17, no. 324 (December 1915): 118).
3 Machen addressed the rumours in a republication of the story. See Arthur Machen, The
Bowmen and Other Legends of the War (London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1915).
1
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The Angels of Mons is the most famous example of what Paul Fussell describes as “a
plethora of very un-modern superstitions, talismans, wonders, miracles, relics, legends and
rumours,” that existed in an otherwise modern war. In The Great War and Modern Memory
Fussell asks how it was that “such a myth-ridden world could take shape in the midst of a
war representing a triumph of modern industrialism, materialism, and mechanism”?4 Jay
Winter similarly introduces his study on spiritualism with the proclamation that “the Great
War, the most ‘modern’ of wars, triggered an avalanche of the ‘unmodern.’”5 Stories of
spirits and angelic intervention represent a historical curiosity because of their contrast to
the modern and scientific characteristics of a war involving gas, aircraft, submarines,
machine guns and tanks.
The historian Trevor Wilson argues that this paradox demonstrates the credulity
that accompanied Britain’s introduction to twentieth-century warfare, “for it is not usual to
associate supernatural warriors with a struggle conducted among slagheaps and factories.”
Despite the fact that the BEF had just engaged in its first battle in an industrial urban area
and witnessed the first incident of direct combat between aircrafts, “Mons seemed not a
curtain-raiser to a new kind of war but a battle in the best traditional manner… the
established virtues of individual courage and discipline and self-sacrifice and team spirit
held firm.”6 The Angels of Mons epitomizes the continued relevance of romantic images of
war in the first year of the conflict. These traditional views were challenged by avant-garde
artistic and literary movements of the interwar period such as the Dada movement and
Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975),
115.
5 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History
Canto Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 54.
6 Trevor Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War: Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1986), 42–43.
4
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British writers such as Virginia Woolf, Ezra Pound, T.S. Elliott, Edmund Blunden, Siegfried
Sassoon, Wilfred Owen and Robert Graves.7 The endurance of these latter voices has helped
shape contemporary perceptions of the war, in which the Angels of Mons and other related
stories appear as an artefact of a past that was extinguished in the trenches.
Contemporaries did not find this contradiction to be self-evident. When it became
clear that the Angels of Mons bore a striking similarity to “the Bowmen,” the writer Harold
Begbie proposed that Machen’s inspiration for the story was actually a subconscious
telepathic impression, sent from a soldier who witnessed the event in Mons. In doing so,
Begbie argued for the case of angels by incorporating a concept that was designed to
scientifically prove mind-to-mind communications and which was inspired by
technological innovations. “Telepathy…is a fact of the physical world,” Begbie stated,
claiming, “no man of science would dispute” the possibility that Machen’s story was
telepathically inspired.8 Thus, a tale interpreted by some as a relic of a more unenlightened
past was reconceived in the language of science, even while it retained supernatural motifs.
It is this intersection between science and the supernatural during the Great War
that is the subject of this dissertation. In her book on Victorian spiritualism, Janet
Oppenheim argues that, rather than representing “the lunatic fringe of their society,”
For a survey of avant-garde artists and the First World War see Richard Cork, A Bitter
Truth: Avant-Garde Art and the Great War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). See
also Kenneth E. Silver, Esprit de Corps: The Art of the Parisian Avante-Garde and the First
World War, 1914-1925 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989). For the British
context see James Fox, British Art and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2015). For literature see Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory and
Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (London: Bodley
Head, 1990). On the contrary, Eckstein's study of the avant-garde identifies modernism as
making the war possible. See Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring: The Great War and Birth of
the Modern Age (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1989).
8 Harold Begbie, On the Side of Angels: A Reply to Arthur Machen (London: Hodder and
Stroughton, 1915), 19-26.
7
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spiritualist “concerns and aspirations placed them…squarely amidst the cultural,
intellectual, and emotional moods of the era.”9 This study makes a similar case, placing
psychic and spiritual experiences of the war within the appropriate cultural, intellectual,
and social contexts. It relates them to the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
attempts to unify science and the supernatural and recent scholarship that has challenged a
traditionalist and modernist binary within the cultural history of the Great War.
There was nothing anomalous about the Angels of Mons or Begbie’s appropriation
of telepathy. In the aftermath of the Great War, Britons read prophecies about the coming
new millennium, flocked to séances, and saw the ghosts of their loved ones in dreams and
in photographs. While no soldiers appeared to have actually seen angels in Mons, many
others had premonitions and saw visions on the battlefields. Some attributed their survival
to angelic, psychic, or spiritual protection. These individuals also considered their beliefs to
be based upon “scientific facts.” Begbie was exaggerating about telepathy’s scientific
acceptance, but he had a point. Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century,
renowned European and American scientists endorsed, or considered seriously, the
possibility of psychic and spiritual phenomena, including the Nobel Prize winner of
Physiology or Medicine, Charles Richet, the discoverer of the element thallium, Sir William
Crookes, and the co-discoverer of natural selection, Sir Alfred Russell Wallace.

Janet Oppenheim, The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England, 18501914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 4.
9
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The well-documented Victorian debates between science and religion did not end in
1900.10 At the turn of the century there was widespread curiosity regarding the nature of
consciousness amongst psychiatrists, occultists and psychical researchers.11 Frederick
Myers’ ambitious Human Personality drew upon these new sciences of the mind in an
attempt to create an anti-materialist science that unified telepathy, spiritualism, hysteria,
and a host of other phenomena into what he called the “supernormal.”12 These ideas
influenced spiritualism’s leading proponents by 1914, including the physicist Sir Oliver
Lodge, and the author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Lodge’s professional and public advocacy for
a spiritual synthesis with modern science kept these debates alive into the 1930s. 13
Some of these men and women were spiritualists before the war, others turned to
séances and psychical research in order to explain their wartime experiences. These
movements gave the war a higher meaning and purpose, and in ways that were more
mainstream than we might assume. For example, in 1914, leaders and journals within the
spiritualist movement supported the war, which they represented as a struggle between
The classic work on this subject is Frank Turner, Between Science and Religion: The
Reaction to Scientific Naturalism in Late Victorian England (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1974). For twentieth-century debates over religion and science see Peter J. Bowler,
Reconciling Science and Religion: The Debate in Early-Twentieth-Century Britain (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 2001).
11 Alex Owen, The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004), 121.
12 Frederic W.H. Myers, Human Personality and Its Survival After Bodily Death, Volume I
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1903), xxii. Myers defined the “supernormal” as “a
faculty or phenomenon which goes beyond the level of ordinary experience, in the
direction of evolution, or as pertaining to a transcendental world.” He objected to the term
“supernatural” on the grounds that “it assumes that there is something outside
nature…[but] there is no reason to suppose that the psychical phenomena with which we
deal are less a part of nature, or less subject to fixed and definite law”
13 See Bowler, Reconciling Science and Religion, 89-101, and Science for All: The
Popularization of Science in Early Twentieth-Century Britain (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2009), 23-24.
10
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the materialistic militarism of Germany and the more spiritual and democratic Britain and
its Empire. This view reflected British popular opinion, which condemned German actions
in Belgium in 1914 and provided justification for war. In trying to understand the
bloodshed, spiritualists hoped that the war’s sacrifices would unite Britain and end social
and military conflict. According to their logic, mass death would bring the masses into the
séance room where it was possible to glimpse a spiritual world in which national, racial,
social and religious differences were overcome through a single philosophy. Spiritualists
were engaged in the relevant social issues of the day. Oliver Lodge was a member of the
Fabian Society, the socialist and Labour leader Robert Blatchford turned to spiritualism in
the 1920s, and some of the leading names in the interwar peace movement were involved
with psychical research, including Goldesworthy Lowes Dickinson and Gilbert Murray.14
Given these shared experiences it is valuable to ask, not only why so many Britons turned
to the supernormal during and after the war, but also why their views appear so foreign a
century later?
Myth, Memory and the Sacred
The prevalent myth of the First World War has been that of futility and disillusionment.
According to popular conceptions, Britons greeted the war with enthusiasm. After rushing

For a sample of Lodge’s politics see Oliver Lodge, “Public Service versus Private
Expenditure,” in Socialism and Individualism (New York: John Lane Company, 1905), 92102. Blatchford was first introduced to spiritualism by W.T. Stead and began attending
séances with Gladys Osborne Leonard in the 1920s after the death of his wife. See Robert
Blatchford, My Eighty Years, (London: Cassell, 1931), 260-266. Dickinson joined the SPR in
1890 and was on its council between 1904 and 1920. See E.M. Forester, Goldsworthy Lowes
Dickinson and related writings (London & Southampton: Edward Arnold, 1934), 100. For
Murray’s experiments see N.J. Lowe, “Gilbert Murray and Psychical Research,” in Gilbert
Murray Reassessed: Hellenism, Theatre, and International Politics, ed. Christopher Stray
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 349-370.
14
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to enlist, soldiers discovered the horrific realities of trench warfare as they were led to the
slaughter by incompetent generals. Those who survived were mentally scarred and felt
disillusioned about the war’s purpose.15 A popular proponent of this narrative was Paul
Fussell, who argued in the 1970s that the high diction of religion and patriotism were
exposed as a farce through the irony of British writers such as Blunden, Owen, Sassoon, and
Graves. These works recast the war as a tragic folly and the romantic language used to
glorify war was superseded by the satirical within our “modern memory.”16
Historians have challenged this interpretation in recent decades. Jay Winter, in his
Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, argues that the war did not represent a rupture between
a traditional and modern culture in Europe. Modernism made for great literature that has
survived in the cultural memory but it could not offer solace in the face of grief or imbue
sacrifice with meaning. Spiritualism remained relevant as it allowed the dead to speak in
order to lift the burden of grief, and it was one example of the continuity of Victorian modes
of spiritual expression.17 Europeans fell back on tradition in order to cope with mass death.
Daniel Todman and Janet S.K. Watson have also shown that disillusionment emerged in the
late 1920s and even then it represented only one competing attitude towards the war.18
Given the pervasiveness of conservative elements, historians such as Adrian Gregory and
Gary Sheffield have emphasized the need to understand the war from the perspective of
that time rather than from our present vantage point with the aid of hindsight. After Hitler
For the history of this myth see Dan Todman, The Great War: Myth And Memory (London:
Hambledon & London, 2005).
16 See Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory.
17 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, 54-55.
18 Todman, The Great War, 153-186, Janet S. K. Watson, Fighting Different Wars: Experience,
Memory, and the First World War in Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2007).
15
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and the Holocaust, Kaiser Wilhelm II and the invasion of Belgium appear far less
threatening. But these subsequent events were not available to the Britons who lived
between 1914 and 1918, and who had reason to believe in the righteousness and necessity
of the cause.19
Others have questioned the argument that the war was a profane experience. Robert
Graves believed that religion was relevant to about 1% of BEF soldiers, and the Bishop E.R.
Wickham claimed that the war had “devastating effects on the religious life of the nation.”20
Critics often point to the decline in church attendance, the frustration of Anglican ministers
over their inability to convert soldiers, and the poor reputation of chaplains as expressed in
memoirs by the likes of Graves. Scholars such as Michael Snape and Edward Madigan have
begun to confront these myths, and interest in the war’s influence on religion has grown. 21
Conclusions about the level of religiosity in Britain depend on whether the focus is
on organized religious practice or broader beliefs concerning the supernatural. Church
attendance offers a bleak portrait. For example, between 1886 and 1902, church
attendance amongst Anglicans and nonconformists declined by 20.2% in Kennington,

See Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and the First World War
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 1-5, and Gary Sheffield, Forgotten Victory:
The First World War Myths and Realities (London: Headlien, 2002). As Mark Connelly
observes, the experiences and horrors of the Second World War gave the British people a
“yardstick of futility” that altered the memory of the First World War (Mark Connelly, The
Great War, Memory and Ritual: Commemoration in the City and East London, 1916-1939
(Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2002), 8).
20 Jason Schweitzer, The Cross and the Trenches: Religious Faith and Doubt Among British
and American Great War Soldiers (London: Praeger, 2003), xviii. Wickham is quoted in
Michael Snape, God and the British Soldier: Religion and the British Army in the First and
Second World Wars (New York: Routledge, 2005), 4.
21 Snape, God and the British Soldier, 2, 19-26, Edward Madigan, Faith Under Fire: Anglican
Army Chaplains and the Great War (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011), 1-3.
19
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29.8% in Norwood and 37.4% in Brixton.22 Some historians have argued that this decline in
church attendance is an inadequate measure for assessing Christianity’s influence.23
Church affiliation in Britain was still significant in the first half of twentieth century.24 Oral
histories capture what this affiliation looked like. Some couples were married in a church,
stopped attending services after having children, but had Bibles in the home and
considered themselves Christian.25 Sunday school was especially popular in Britain, with
over 70% of 5 to 14 year olds enrolled in the first decade of the twentieth century.26
Christian culture also remained relevant to British national identity, including in
schools, government, and the arts, and through important life rituals such as baptism,
marriage, and funerals. Clergymen identified the existence of a “diffusive Christianity,”
defined by the historian Jeffrey Cox as “a general belief in God, a conviction that this God
was both just and benevolent…a certain confidence that ‘good people’ would be taken care
of in the life to come, and a belief that the Bible was a uniquely worthwhile book and that
Jeffrey Cox, The English Churches in a Secular Society: Lambeth, 1870-1930 (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 284.
23 Callum Brown, The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding Secularisation 1800-2000
(New York: Routledge, 2001), 12-13, Hugh McLeod, Religion and Society in England, 18501914 (London: MacMillan Press, 1996), 1-10.
24 Brown, Death of Christian Britain, 161-169. Robert Currie, Alan Gilbert and Lee Hursley
measured affiliation through electoral rolls, communicants, baptisms, and marriages. Using
this data, Brown has concluded that overall church membership in Briton was 19.3% in
1910 declining to only 19.1% in 1920 and falling to 18.1% in 1930. Other statistics show
only modest declines after the war or even increases (as in the case of baptism rates in the
Church of England). For example, Easter Day communicants in the Church of England
declined an average of only 0.26% each year between 1903 and 1956, contrasted with an
average loss of 1.3% per year between 1956 and 1984 (the trends for the Church of
Scotland were similar). According to the data of Currie et al, in 1914, 1919 and 1924,
approximately 76% of all marriages were religiously solemnized in England and Wales,
declining to approximately 74% and 72% in 1929 and 1934, respectively. See Currie et al.,
Churches and Churgoers: Patterns of Church Growth in the British Isles Since 1700 (Oxford:
Claredon Press, 1977) 223-233.
25 Brown, Death of Christian Britain, 139–44.
26 Ibid., 167.
22
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children in particular should be exposed to its teachings.”27 Christian influence could be
seen on the home front during the war, as writers and politicians such as Lloyd George,
Horatio Bottomley, and even H.G. Wells fused patriotic and Christian notions of sacrifice to
exalt the soldier as a Christ-like figure.28 Official forms of remembrance incorporated Bible
verses such as “Their Name Liveth Forever More,” which is engraved on the Stone of
Remembrance found at every Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) cemetery
today.29 Christian themes and imagery were also used in art and literature, as in Stanley
Spencer’s The Resurrection of the Soldiers (1928-32).30
Snape applies the concept of diffusive Christianity to the battlefields of the Great
War, arguing for the transference of a loose familiarity with Christianity to the front by
civilian soldiers that is difficult to quantify.31 In this context, the Anglican Church’s
complaints that “the soldier has got religion; I am not sure that he has got Christianity,” are
best understood as a product of class and cultural divisions.32 A great number of Anglican
chaplains were educated at Oxford and Cambridge and came from more privileged social
backgrounds as opposed to the predominantly working-class Tommy.33 The latter had also
been exposed to negative stereotypes of the clergy in popular English music halls.34 This
social divide shaped what it meant to be Christian. A soldier might believe in God or the
J. Cox, The English Churches in a Secular Society, 93-94. The bishop of Rochester coined
the term “diffusive Christianity” in 1903.
28 Gregory, The Last Great War, 153.
29 Ecclesiastes 44:14 (King James Version [Hereafter KJV]).
30 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, 167-171.
31 Snape, God and the British Soldier, 22-28.
32 David Cairns, ed., The Army and Religion: An Enquiry and Its Bearing upon the Religious
Life of the Nation (London: Macmillan & Co., 1919), xiv.
33 Deputy Chaplain-General Llewellyn H. Gwynne kept records of 723 chaplains who served
under him at the Western Front. Out of these 723 chaplains, 410 of them were educated at
Oxbrigde (Madigan, Faith Under Fire, 24, 55-56, 59).
34 Ibid., 130-132.
27

11
afterlife but not consider himself Christian because he did not attend church or behave
according to a stereotypical form of elite Christian piety.35 A lack of organized religious
observance was therefore countered by superstition and other supernatural beliefs.36 As
Adrian Gregory has noted, late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century efforts to improve
religious knowledge amongst all social classes meant that the families and men who went
to war in 1914 had extensive exposure to Christianity.37 It is hardly surprising that
Christian culture influenced in various ways how the public and frontline soldiers
confronted the war. Regardless of the extent of orthodox religious belief, Christianity
provided readily available symbols and language.
Annette Becker has made a similar case for the popularity of faith, superstition and
Catholic imagery amongst French soldiers. Folk religion could adapt to the conditions of the
front even if organized religion was out of place. Soldiers carried amulets, horseshoes and
nails. Others recited special prayers designed to protect them against death and injury,
including “chain prayers” in which soldiers were instructed to spread them to others at the
front in order that they “be preserved from all calamities.” Those who failed to do so would
be cursed with bad luck. Marian apparitions and associated miracles were not uncommon
in nineteenth-century rural France.38 During the war, some reported seeing apparitions of
Schweitzer, The Cross and the Trenches, 97, 105, 196-197. The Army and Religion report
found soldiers tended to equate the Christianity of the church with “negative
commandments,” while personally believing that “real Christianity” was about living “a life
of active good will” (Cairns, ed., The Army and Religion, 60-61).
36 S.C. William has also shown that amongst the working classes in the London borough of
Southwark, popular religion overlapped between superstition and Christianity. See S.C.
Williams, Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark, c. 1880-1939 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999).
37 Gregory, The Last Great War, 159.
38 See Thomas Kselman, Miracles & Prophecies in Nineteenth Century France (New
Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press, 1983).
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the Virgin Mary, and left prayers on the steps of cathedrals near the front or on crypt walls,
thanking her for their survival.39 Jonathan H. Ebel has likewise shown that American
soldiers interpreted the arbitrary and anonymous death of warfare using mystical
frameworks. Whereas Fussell saw irony and luck when he narrowly survived a shell in the
Battle of the Bulge, the soldiers of these various studies were superstitious, and
experimented with the possibility of supernatural intervention. 40
The growing scholarly interest in religion and the war has demonstrated the
prominence of traditional beliefs, complicating Fussell’s model of a straight line from the
Great War to modernism. A survey of the religious dimensions of the war has even led one
scholar to refer to it as a “holy war” akin to the Crusades and the Wars of Religion.41 As
these studies have shown, the spiritual frameworks available to the Great War’s belligerent
nations were diverse. This dissertation adds to this discussion by focusing on one
particular aspect of this broader turn to the sacred. Spiritualists tended to believe in the
righteousness of the war and the moral superiority of Britain and its Empire. They hoped
that the war would end war, that death was not the end of the spirit, and that sacrifice for
the nation could bring redemption. These views were grounded in idealized and Christian
concepts, and yet, they survived the slaughter on the Somme and the disillusionment of the
1920s. At the same time, spiritualism challenges conceptions of science and religion in

Annette Becker, War and Faith: The Religious Imagination in France, 1914-1930 (Berg
Publishers, 1998), 63-69, 96-113.
40 Jonathan H. Ebel, Faith in the Fight: Religion and the American Soldier in the Great War
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 54-75. For the story about Fussell and the
Battle of the Bulge see Jay Winter, “Introduction,” in Paul Fussell, The Great War and
Modern Memory New Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), ix-x.
41 Philip Jenkins, The Great and Holy War: How World War I Became a Religious Crusade
(San Francisco: Harper One, 2014), 3.
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which progress in the modern world is equated with a process of disenchantment.42
Spiritualists retained conceptions of the afterlife and the soul, but they also modernized
them by incorporating scientific findings and methods.
Dis/Enchantment and the Crisis of Evidence
In Religion and the Decline of Magic, Keith Thomas argues that, beginning in the eighteenth
century, the influence of magic and the supernatural waned as scientists pursued an
understanding of the world based on natural laws and empirical observation.43 If this was
the case, then what is one to make of spiritualism and telepathy? Lodge and Myers believed
that supernormal phenomena were governed by natural laws, and that these could be
understood through empirical observation. Oppenheim argues that spiritualism and
psychical research were a response to the Victorian crisis of faith. Figures such as Lodge
and Myers, embraced “pseudoscience” because they wanted “to believe in something.”
Spiritualism and psychical research offered a “refuge from bleak mechanism, emptiness,
and despair.”44 Attempts to unify science and religion were therefore a temporary
diversion in the face of modern scientific progress.
Subsequent scholars have offered a more nuanced perspective. Owen Davies, Alex
Owen, and Jason A. Josephson-Storm challenge the myth of modern disenchantment,
demonstrating that magic and the supernatural have survived and even thrived in the
Owen, Place of Enchantment, 10-11. Max Weber famously stated in 1918 that
“intellectual rationalization” and “scientifically oriented technology” had led to the
“disenchantment of the world.” See Max Weber, “Science as Vocation,” in The Vocation
Lectures, eds. David Owen and Tracy B. Strong, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing Company, 2004), 1-31.
43 Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenthand Seventeenth-Century England (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1971), 767-800.
44 Oppenheim, The Other World, 4.
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context of modernity.45 Alex Owen argues that fin-de-siècle occultists shared philosophies
and concepts characteristic of the disenchanted modern world.46 They embraced change,
considered themselves modern and scientific, engaged in the latest trends in psychology,
and experimented with the nature of consciousness while advancing a spiritual agenda.
Occultists’ concept of an occluded self held that a probing of the subjectivity and
multiplicity of consciousness offered a gateway to the spirit. These ideas were similar to
the philosophies of the British avant-garde and surrealists, who were exploring the
“mysterious inner world of the self” through art, drama and literature.47 Occultists’ ideas
brought them into dialogue with mainstream psychology where Locke’s notion of the soul,
or self, as a chain of memories and perceptions was being challenged.48 William James’
division of the self into separate “streams of consciousness” impacted Psychical
Researchers as well as novelists such as Virginia Woolf.49 These scholars do not reject the
existence of a crisis of faith, but demonstrate the adaptability of spirituality with what are
often taken for granted to be irreconcilable beliefs.

See Owen Davies, Witchcraft, Magic and Culture, 1736-1951 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1999), Owen, The Place of Enchantment, and Jason A. Josephson-Storm,
The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the Human Sciences
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017).
46 In this dissertation, the term “occultism” refers to a similar but separate movement from
spiritualism and psychical research. Occultists practiced an esoteric ceremonial magic
steeped in a Hermetic tradition that was available to an elite cadre. Examples include the
Theosophical movement founded by Helena Blavatsky and groups such as the Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn. The term “occult” is used here more broadly. As Alex Owen
notes, what united spiritualists and occultists was an “implicit acceptance of the idea that
reality as we are taught to understand it accounts for only a fraction of the ultimate reality
which lies just beyond our immediate senses” (Owen, The Place of Enchantment, 19).
47 Ibid., 118–19.
48 Ibid., 7-15.
49 See Robert Humphrey, Stream of Consciousness in the Modern Novel (Berkley, Los Angeles
and London: University of California Press, 1954).
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In light of scientific developments, it is easy to underestimate the ways in which the
occult seemed plausible in localised contexts, or to forget that the boundaries separating
mainstream and marginal sciences are not always self-evident.50 William Crookes and
Oliver Lodge could not separate their interests in spiritualism and psychical research from
their scientific pursuits. Crookes’ curiosity for hidden forces led him to séances as well as
the discovery of thalium in 1861. Lodge’s theories were predicated on the existence of the
ether, which allowed both physical and spiritual forces to exert themselves and interact
with one another.51 The engineer Cromwell Fleetwood Varley had to overcome concerns of
fraud and disbelief as he advocated for both spiritualism and telegraphy. He believed that
the successful laying of the Atlantic telegraph cable in 1866 made a compelling case for
spiritualism’s veracity. 52 When explaining telepathy, Lodge and the physicist Sir William F.
Barrett drew upon metaphors from the physical sciences such as induction, sympathetic
resonance, X-rays, and telegraphy and the telephone.53 Lodge had even achieved wireless
transmission with Hertzian waves before Marconi.54 If invisible forces could be
Even Darwinism was initially considered a marginal science, and scientists have accused
current disciplines such as evolutionary psychology as being unscientific. See Sherrie
Lynne Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls: Science at the Margins in the Victorian Age
(New York: State University of New York Press, 2009), 147-204.
51 Oppenheim, The Other World, 352-54, 377-86.
52 Richard Noakes, “Telegraphy Is an Occult Art: Cromwell Fleetwood Varley and the
Diffusion of Electricity to the Other World,” The British Journal of the History of Science 32,
no. 4 (December 1999), 423. For more on the link between technology and spiritualism see
Noakes, “Thoughts and spirits by wireless: Imagining and Building Psychic Telegraphs in
America and Britain, circa 1900-1930,” History and Technology 32, no. 2 (April 2016): 13758, and Jeremy Stolow, “Wired Religion: Spiritualism and Telegraphic Globalization in the
Nineteenth Century,” in Empires and Autonomy: Moments in the History of Globalization,
eds. Stephen Streeter et al. (Vancouver: The University of British Columbia Press, 2009),
89.
53 For the role of physics in shaping the concept of telepathy, see Roger Luckhurst, The
Invention of Telepathy, 1870-1901 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 75-91.
54 Oppenheim, The Other World, 379.
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manipulated to transcend geographical space, than why not the distance between life and
death? One American spiritualist wrote that she first encountered the spirit of her son
killed in the Great War through wireless telegraphy.55
The psychological sciences also skirted these boundaries. It has been argued that
modernism was responsible for psychoanalysis, yet some of the most consequential figures
in dynamic psychiatry engaged with psychical research.56 These included Pierre Janet,
Charles Richet, Hippolyte Bernheim, Cesare Lombroso, Sigmund Freud, and William James.
Carl Jung even wrote his dissertation on mediumship. With the exception of Jung, these
men were all once associated with the Society for Psychical Research (SPR), and Freud was
a corresponding member. 57 As will be outlined in Chapter Three, it was psychical
researchers who first introduced British readers to psychoanalysis.
Scientific influence also extended to methods. Spiritualism is what the religious
scholar Christopher White calls, “a more scientific supernatural,” since it is involved with
phenomena “beyond nature or at its boundary,” and is supported “by scientific theory or
empirical evidence while also at least partially eluding scientific tests, instruments, or
measurements.”58 The séance was the focal point of spiritualism, and it was concerned with
observed phenomena. John Warne Monroe refers to séances as “laboratories of faith.”59
Spiritualists legitimized and expressed their beliefs through evidence and observation
Grace Duffie-Boylan (originally published anonymously) Thy Son Liveth: Messages from a
Soldier to His Mother (Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 1918), 2, 10-11.
56 For the relationship between modernism and psychoanalysis see Eli Zaretsky, Secrets of
the Soul: A Social and Cultural History of Psychoanalysis (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004).
57 Owen, The Place of Enchantment, 119-20, 143, and Sonu Shamdasani, Jung and the
Making of Modern Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 132-133.
58 Christopher White, Other Worlds: Spirituality and the Search for Invisible Dimensions
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018), 4.
59 See John Warne Monroe, Laboratories of Faith: Mesmerism, Spiritism, and Occultism in
Modern France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008).
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gathered in séances, instead of faith or scripture.60 Converts pointed to the evidence that
had convinced them of spiritualism’s veracity. Conjurers took to the stage to reveal
spiritualists as frauds, but some mediums such as Daniel Dunglus Home evaded exposure,
leaving behind a repertoire of inexplicable feats. Notable scientists such as Crookes studied
séances and ruled out trickery. These were discourses over evidence that carried scientific,
not just theological, implications and they led people to accept extraordinary explanations.
Given the importance of empirical authority in Victorian and Edwardian Britain, Peter
Lamont has argued that spiritualism was about a “crisis of evidence” not just a “crisis of
faith.”61 Indeed, some psychical researchers dismissed the supernatural, believing that the
phenomena were real but natural, and others saw spiritualism as a compliment to their
faith, not a substitution. As Jenny Hazelgrove has noted, spiritualism’s strength was that it
could coordinate a host of “animist ideas.”62 This dissertation will focus on the
relationships between the broader historical context and the various anomalous
observations that convinced Britons that the supernormal was possible.

Stan McMullin refers to spiritualism as a “scientific religion, a religious based upon
pragmatic evidence supplied in séances that could be validated, measured, and confirmed
by scientific analysis.” See Stan McMullin, Anatomy of a Séance: A History of Spirit
Communication in Central Canada (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press,
2004) 223. White’s definition is preferable because it makes no assumptions regarding the
credibility of the scientific analysis, and it distinguishes spiritualism from determinism or
materialism.
61 See Peter Lamont, “Spiritualism and a Mid-Victorian Crisis of Evidence,” The Historical
Journal 47, no. 4 (2004): 897–920, and Extraordinary Beliefs: A Historical Approach to a
Psychological Problem (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
62 Jenny Hazelgrove, Spiritualism and British society between the wars (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2000), 41.
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Who Were the Spiritualists? Class and Gender
From what areas of British society did spiritualism draw its support? What role did the
Great War play in dictating its social makeup, and how did issues of class and gender
impact the movement? The subjects of this dissertation are drawn predominantly from the
middle and upper class, but there were working-class spiritualists. Robert Owen was a
spiritualist and he claimed to have received revelations through séances that could assist in
the coming of a socialist utopia.63 Spiritualism’s dissent from orthodoxy could appeal to
those within the lower classes who believed in the supernatural. For example, James J.
Morse was the son of a publican, was orphaned by the age of ten, and worked as a
messenger, sailor, and finally as a waiter in a public house. He was introduced to the
spiritualist movement through the Unitarian Reverend J.P. Hopps. Morse could not
reconcile his social upbringing with the teachings of orthodox Christianity.64 “My reason
revolted against the dogmas of eternal torment hereafter, and also against the doctrines of
original sin,” he recalled, adding, “Heaven was impossible to me, it seemed; and Hell was
too awful to think of. What if there was another life?”65 Morse found in spiritualism a
democratic religion “freed from class restraints.”66
It is difficult to know how prevalent the movement was amongst the working class.
Morse later criticized elites for causing disunity within the movement, particularly the SPR,
Theosophists, and London spiritualists. As he argued, “the masses” and the “classes” were
becoming more distant as spiritualism’s “conservative adherents” were disinclined to be
Oppenheim, The Other World, 43-44.
James J. Morse, Leaves from My Life: A Narrative of Personal Experiences (London: James
Burn, 1877), 1-15.
65 Quoted in Logie Barrow, Independent Spirits: Spiritualism and English Plebeians, 18501910 (London & New York: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986), 127.
66 Ibid., 131.
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“associated with that presentation of spiritualism…which appeared as an aggressive reform
movement, adherence to which would bring them into conflict with their friend and
neighbours upon religious, social and even political matters.”67 Logie Barrow argues that,
beginning in the 1880s, middle- and upper-class spiritualism became far more influential,
and so-called “plebeian” spiritualism declined before the Great War.68
The history of working-class spiritualism is difficult to document given the lack of
source material. What we do know comes mostly from those who sat at the threshold
between the educated working and lower middle classes, and who left behind a paper trail.
This also means that the latter were in a stronger position to shape the spiritualist
movement. For example, Emma Hardinge Britten edited The Two Worlds, a penny weekly
whose socially progressive spiritualism appealed to those active in working-class reform.69
But it is questionable how much the journal was able to maintain this identity after Morse’s
death in 1919 (he was, at that time, the editor of the journal), and as Conan Doyle and
Oliver Lodge became the movement’s public spokesmen.70
Middle- and upper-class spiritualists on the other hand offer a wealth of archival
material. Their greater access to leisure time and income meant that they were more active
in the movement, creating societies and journals that offered an exchange of ideas and
ready volunteers for the cause.71 Psychical researchers, who tended to come from the
professional middle class, devoted significant energy to documenting such experiences. The
journals of the SPR and their archives at Cambridge University Library contain copious
Quoted in Barrow, Independent Spirits, 132.
Ibid., 271-280.
69 Oppenheim, The Other World, 39-47.
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71 Oppenheim, The Other World, 28-39.
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material devoted to telepathy, séances, prophecies and other phenomena between 1914
and 1939. It should be emphasized that these societies represented only a fraction of those
who engaged in spiritualism, which could also be a recreational activity or temporary
hobby.72 During the war, many experimented with séances, Ouija boards, and planchettes,
but did not become active in the movement. This makes it difficult to quantify the number
of spiritualists at any given time but some of their stories have survived.73 In Chapter Four
for example, we will meet the Wayte family, whose brief interest in spiritualism was well
documented only because of their relationship with psychical researchers.
The subjects of this dissertation run across age and gender lines but it was women
who tended to be mediums, and men who usually served as the researchers. Medium
advertisements in Light show a clear gender disparity. Between January 1914 and
December 1916, of the 124 mediums whose genders can be identified, 101 were women.74
There were exceptions of course. Peter J. Vango and Alfred Vout Peters were well-known
mediums during the early twentieth century, and women such as Eleanor Sidgwick and Liz
Lind Af Hageby held leadership positions in the SPR and London Spiritualist Alliance (LSA),

For the role that entertainment played in spiritualism’s popularity see Simone Natale,
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respectively.75 Alex Owen has interpreted spiritualism as a means for women to transgress
gender norms in Victorian and Edwardian Britain. Not only could they obtain spiritual
authority as mediums, but through trance, they could adopt different personalities,
including a more promiscuous femininity or masculine qualities.76 More recent scholarship
focusing on the interwar period has complicated this view. Jenny Hazelgrove and Beth
Robertson have shown that male psychical researchers exerted disturbing levels of control
over the reputations and bodies of women mediums. It was men who led the physical and
controlled experiments that characterized many scientific investigations into mediumship
in the 1920s, and this often involved a probing of the body to eliminate trickery. Men also
acted as talent managers for popular mediums and held them to high feminine standards.77
The mass death of the Great War did not spare any demographic. Men and women,
parents and wives, friends and siblings, all attended séances. Even so, certain trends
emerge. The war targeted the upper and middle classes disproportionately, which may
have aided in the decline of a plebeian spiritualism. It is also striking how many séance
attendees appear to be parents. As David Cannadine observes, the Great War and influenza
pandemic occurred at a moment when other factors were fuelling a positive trend in life
expectancy. A new family at the turn of the century could expect their children to survive to
Eleanor Sidgwick is the most notable exception. She was one of the SPRs founding
members and was influential in shaping the society in the early twentieth century. She
served as the SPR secretary beginning in 1910, and was a prolific writer on psychical
research. As Alan Gauld described her reputation, “she required the prestige of an almost
legendary figure.” See Alan Gauld, The Founders of Psychical Research (New York: Schocken
Books, 1968), 337-339.
76 Owen, The Darkened Room, 2-18.
77 Hazelgrove, Spiritualism and British society between the wars, 66-96, Beth Robertson,
Science of the Séance: Transnational Network and Gendered Bodies in the Study of Psychic
Phenomena, 1918-40 (Vancouver: The University of British Columbia Press, 2016), 10-17,
33-48.
75

22
adulthood.78 In 1870, the death rate for English and Welsh males aged 5 to 19 was 19.3 per
1,000, and in 1900 that number was 10.2.79 Michael Roper suggests that because infant
mortality rates remained high in the late nineteenth century, parents were particularly
attached to those children who made it past these dangerous early years.80 Oliver Lodge
had twelve children and Conan Doyle had five, all of whom lived to adulthood. Raymond
Lodge and Kingsley Conan Doyle were the first of their children to die (both in the war).
The absence of a body or gravesite deprived the privileged classes of adequate mourning
rituals at a time when they were unprepared and unaccustomed to the death of their adult
children. A century removed from the conflict, it is easy to forget that the war was not just a
learning curve for military tacticians and strategists but also civilians attempting to
commemorate the dead.81
The class biases of the sources are unfortunate but they also offer opportunities.
They can help us appreciate how a particular demographic responded to death on a
dramatic scale. It was this demographic which best exemplifies the myth of the lost
generation.82 The future was supposed to belong to the children of the elite.83 Herbert
David Cannadine, “Death and Grief in Modern Britain,” in Mirrors of Mortality: Studies in
the Social History of Death, ed. Joachim Whaley (London: Europa Publications, 1981), 193,
Pat Jalland, Death in War and Peace: A History of Loss & Grief in England, 1914-1970 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 1-11.
79 B.R. Mitchell and Phyllis Deane, Abstract of British Historical Statistics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1962), 38-39.
80 Michael Roper, The Secret Battle: Emotional Survival in the Great War (Manchester and
New York: Manchester University Press, 2009), 89. Roper sees this as a contradiction to
Cannadine’s argument. However, this is because he does not distinguish between infant
mortality and children’s mortality rates.
81 Drew Gilpin Fausts’ work on death and the American Civil War has shown the effects that
mass death in war has on mourning cultures. See Drew Gilpin Faust, This Republic of
Suffering: Death and the American Civil War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008).
82 Jay Winter, The Great War and the British People (London: MacMillan, 1985), 92-99.
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Asquith lamented after the death of his first son Raymond, “the war has sucked up so much
of what was so loveable and full of promise…Whatever pride I had in the past and whatever
hope I had for the future—but much the largest part was invested in him. Now all that is
gone.”84 To what extent was spiritualism a response to this loss of familial and cultural
continuity amongst the elite classes? What problems did the nature of death in the Great
War pose to grieving rituals? If the influence of futility and disillusionment has been
overstated, then how were the war’s losses reconciled with notions such as progress or
sacrifice? How did these men and women grapple with the loss of the individual in a
moment of communal death and sacrifice? The gender dimension of spiritualism also poses
interesting questions. What do séances reveal about the gendered dynamics of private and
public grief? How did spiritualism challenge or reinforce feminine and masculine roles as
men were killed and disfigured, and women entered the workforce and earned the
franchise? If mediums tended to be women, how did spiritualism manifest on the
battlefield, if at all? These various questions related to the intersection of class, gender and
grief, provide a fruitful point of inquiry by which to gauge the reasons for spiritualism’s
popularity and growth during the interwar years.
Terminology and Methods
Spiritualist beliefs and preoccupations vary and so it is important to clarify terms. Interest
in spiritualism usually coincided with other unorthodox beliefs such as telepathy, occult
magic, Theosophy, and mesmerism. Although spiritualism shares many intellectual and
historical threads with these movements and practices, it can be defined by a core set of
Quoted in Adrian Gregory, The Silence of Memory: Armistice Day, 1919-1946 (London:
Bloomsbury, 1994), 22.
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beliefs: first, that the human personality survives death and second, that the living could
communicate with the dead through a physical or personal medium. Whether it was
through psychics, Ouija boards, crystal balls, or automatic writing, the spiritualist
communed with the souls of the dead through an intermediary. Those who regularly
engaged in this practice and accepted the two conditions of survival and communication
are identified as spiritualists, even if they can also be identified with other groups.
The term “psychical researcher” is more problematic. Oppenheim argues that
psychical researchers were those who had no firm belief one way or another regarding the
validity of spiritualism, but who were only interested in researching the scientific questions
involved in supernatural claims.85 Others have separated spiritualists between the religious
variety who approached it from a theological perspective, and scientific spiritualists who
did so from a scientific perspective.86 Some scholars have questioned this division, arguing
that it can be difficult to separate scientific and religious motivations when dealing with the
study of the afterlife.87 Oliver Lodge claimed to approach spiritualism from an open
scientific mind and related it to the physical sciences but he also professed a Christian faith
and believed his scientific findings had theological implications.88 It would not make sense
to claim that he was a psychical researcher but not a spiritualist, as he clearly believed in
the latter. But neither should his firm belief disqualify him from the label of psychical
researcher, given his combination of spiritual theories with the physical sciences.
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Psychical research truly came of age in the 1880s with the foundation of the SPR.89
The SPR’s first generation of researchers operated under the idea that occult phenomena
might be explicable by scientific laws, but in a way that could not be accounted for by
materialism. Although they explored a broad range of issues, most of their energy was
spent testing telepathy. In the 1890s, their concepts and theories came to encompass
spiritualistic phenomena as well, and these spread well beyond the SPR. By the twentieth
century, psychical researchers were divided over the spiritualist hypothesis, and in the
1920s their relationship with spiritualism created further schisms within both movements.
The so-called “right-wing” of psychical research tended to be sceptical of spiritualism, and
were more interested in mental phenomena such as telepathy, while the “left-wing” were
interested in a broader range of phenomena.90 The psychical researcher, J.G. Piddington,
drew another distinction between what he labelled the “High-and-Dry School” and the
“Not-So-High-and-Dry School.” The former were those who insisted on the strictest levels
of evidential standards possible, and were generally more cautious and conservative in
their approaches. The Not-So-High-and Dry, which included Conan Doyle, tended to be
liberal in their investigations, believing that “so much has been established beyond cavil
that we can now safely relax to some extent the stringent cautions and…very high standard
of evidence.” The SPR’s research officer, Eric J. Dingwall, was sympathetic towards
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spiritualism and so belonged to the right-wing, but he insisted on high standards of
evidence and testing, therefore placing him into the High-and-Dry School.91
In this study, the term “psychical research” is used to denote that class of Britons
who devoted their energy to testing paranormal and spiritual phenomena, and who
elaborated and theorized on their findings in psychical research journals such as those of
the SPR. Some of these psychical researchers were in fact spiritualists, such as Oliver Lodge.
Others were sceptical of spiritualist conclusions, but still believed in phenomena such as
telepathy, or found these investigations worthwhile.
Christianity’s influence on spiritualist worldviews could also vary. In one sense,
spiritualism was a form of nonconformist Christianity. The first spiritualists, the Fox family,
were Methodists, and spiritualism had historic roots with Swedenborgianism, founded by
the Lutheran theologian, Emanuel Swedenborg.92 It was no accident that spiritualism
originated and thrived in protestant countries such as the United States and the United
Kingdom. The lack of centralized religious authority and an emphasis on the individual’s
relationship with the soul created an environment conducive to spiritualism.93 In England,
official religious authority rested with the Anglican Church, but there was a long tradition
of religious nonconformity that included Methodists, Presbyterians, Baptists, and Quakers
among others. Spiritualism and psychical research metastasized in places of dissent, such
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as northern England and London.94 This may also help explain why spiritualism attracted
liberals and pacifists, as it reflected the movement’s association with dissent and the
“nonconformist conscience” of the nineteenth century. For example, the radical liberal
journalist W.T. Stead was the son of a Congregational minister, and he began his career
working for provincial newspapers operated by Quakers and Unitarians.95 He was also a
pacifist and a staunch advocate for spiritualism.96 Of course, not all spiritualists came from
nonconformist or liberal backgrounds, and there were a notable number of Anglican
ministers and Catholics that were also sympathetic to spiritualism.97
Spiritualism (and especially Theosophy), was also influenced by Eastern religious
philosophies. The séance was predicated on trance and some spiritualists advocated for

As Hugh McLeod observes, it was in northern England (where the SNU originated) that
nonconformist churches were most influential (McLeod, Religion and Society, 11-56).
Emma Hardinge Britten noted that most spiritualists in these regions were Methodists
(Barrow, Independent Spirits, 115).
95 Simon Goldsworthy, “English Nonconformity and the Pioneering of the Modern
Newspaper Campaign,” Journalism Studies 7, no. 3 (2006): 387-402, Watts, The Dissenters,
36-41.
96 See pages 280-282 of this dissertation. For Stead’s pacifist leanings see W.T. Stead, “The
Great Pacifist: An Autobiographical Sketch,” The Review of Reviews for Australia, (August
1912): 609-620, available online at The W.T. Stead Resource Site, accessed November 2018,
https://www.attackingthedevil.co.uk/steadworks/imprisonment.php.
97 The Roman Catholic Priest, Herbert Thurston, was sympathetic to psychical research, but
was more sceptical and cautious when it came to spiritualism. This reflected a general
attitude within Roman Catholicism, which although more accepting of the supernatural
than most Protestant sects, only did so if they were sanctioned by church authorities.
Decrees of the Holy Office in 1898 and 1917 forbade automatic writing and condemned
participation in séances, respectively. See Herbert Thurston, The Church and Spiritualism
(Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1933). Spiritualism did have a presence in
France but it was controlled by, and centralized around, a single charismatic figure, Allen
Kardec. See Sofie Lachapelle, Investigating the Supernatural: From Spiritism and Occultism
to Psychical Research and Metapsychics in France, 1853-1931 (Baltimore: The John Hopkins
University Press, 2011), 19-25.
94

28
reincarnation. There were even a small number of anti-Christian and Jewish spiritualists.98
The Walker sisters, who are the subjects of Chapter Four, were firm believers in
spiritualism but never mentioned Christ in any of their séances, nor did their primary
medium, Gladys Osborne Leonard. This is contrasted by Leonard’s communications with
other spiritualists, and in her writings, in which frequent mention was made of Christ.
Christianity’s mutable role in spiritualism helps explains part of its popularity. It could
incorporate with ease free thinkers undergoing a crisis of faith or those who were
convinced Christians but who felt that the churches were inadequate to their needs.99 For
example, Conan Doyle and others like him, believed that the revelations and miracles of the
Bible were psychic in nature, and that this was only recently discovered with the invention
of science and spiritualism. In this dissertation, the term “Christian spiritualism” is used to
describe a branch of the movement that viewed Christianity as essential to spiritualist
beliefs, and vice versa.
This study takes a cultural approach to spiritualism and is devoted to a range of
individuals who managed to leave a record in various spiritualist and psychic journals and
archives. This includes key figures such as Oliver Lodge and Arthur Conan Doyle, who were
significant public advocates of spiritualism in the early twentieth century. While drawing
upon the writings of other scholars in this regard, this dissertation presents original
research and sources to add to this discussion. It also emphasizes previously
Oppenheim, The Other World, 85-103, “Formation of Jewish Spiritualist Society,” Light
39, no. 1998 (April 26, 1919): 135. A National Jewish Spiritualists’ Society was founded in
England in April 1919.
99 The popularity of spiritualism in the interwar period prompted an official response from
the Anglican Church. See Rene Kollar, Searching For Raymond: Anglicanism, Spiritualism,
and Bereavement between the Two World Wars (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2000), Georgina
Byrne, Modern Spiritualism and the Church of England, 1850-1939 (Woodbridge: The
Boydell Press, 2010), and pages 80-81 of this dissertation.
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undocumented voices. It is because their experiences are so at odds with present-day
conceptions of the war as futile, profane, and modern, that they deserve attention amongst
historiographical efforts to paint a more complete picture of the war as it was experienced.
There is no attempt to project psychological or psychoanalytical theories onto
historical subjects. Armchair psychoanalysis of public figures is a risky endeavour, and
when directed towards historical figures from different cultures, it becomes even more
complicated. George M. Johnston’s recent book for example, compellingly makes the case
that spiritualism was a form of therapeutics in an age before psychoanalysis. But his
overuse of psychoanalytical theories risks a simplistic reductionism, in which subjects’
interest in spiritualism is attributed to psychological developments in early childhood.100
Instead of trying to psychoanalyse spiritualists, this study follows Ian Hacking’s
concept of “different kinds of people.”101 Hacking has shown that some mental illnesses,
such as hysteria, fugue, and multiple personality are transient, appearing, disappearing,
and even reappearing in a specific time and place.102 This makes retroactive diagnosis
problematic. “Whatever ailed these patients,” observes Hacking, “the manifestations, the
marks of their illness, were entirely socially conditioned.” Hysteria and fugue for example,
were gender and class specific. The former was predominantly a feminine disorder while
men of the lower classes, tended to experience the latter.103 Historians have also observed
that mental disorders in the nineteenth and early twentieth century (including hysteria,
George M. Johnson, Mourning and Mysticism in First World War Literature and Beyond:
Grappling with Ghosts (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 23-24. For example, Lodge
had neglectful parents and experienced bullying and Conan Doyle’s father was an alcoholic.
101 Ian Hacking, Historical Ontology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 4849, 108-110.
102 Ian Hacking, Mad Travellers: Reflections on the Reality of Transient Mental Illness
(Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia, 1998), 13.
103 Ibid., 12-13.
100

30
shell-shock, and neurasthenia) manifested physical symptoms (unconsciously or
consciously) to elicit sympathy and attention from physicians.104 As Hacking notes, the
dynamic between practitioner and patient allows for “making up people,” where the ideas
and expectations of the diagnostician shape and are shaped by the behaviour of the
patient.105 Multiple personality thrived in nineteenth-century France under Charcot’s
concept of hysteria and his use of hypnotism, which divided patients into their normal
waking consciousness and hysterical and somnambulist selves. After Charcot’s death,
hysteria and multiple personality declined. The latter was revived in the United States as
ideas towards child abuse and trauma shifted, and when therapists began recovering
dormant memories through hypnotism.106
In nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Britain, multiple personality’s closest
parallel was spiritualism, where the personality of the medium was distinguished by a
spirit control under trance.107 Despite these similarities, the hysteric and medium were
different kinds of people operating in different contexts; one was understood to be
suffering from a disorder while the other was believed to be in touch with the spiritual
world. The interactions with psychiatrists on the one hand, and spiritualists on the other,
Edward Shorter, From Paralysis to Fatigue: A History of Psychosomatic Illness in the
Modern Era (New York: The Free Press, 1992), 1-24, Peter Leese, Shell Shock: Traumatic
Neurosis and the British Soldiers of the First World War (London: Palgrave MacMillan,
2002), 2, Mark Humphries, A Weary Road: Shell Shock in the Canadian Expeditionary Force,
1914-1918 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2018), 14-20.
105 Ian Hacking, Rewriting the Soul: Multiple Personality and the Sciences of Memory.
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 6, 21.
106 The frequency of abuse discovered through recovered memories resulted in the
“memory wars” of the 1990s. Rumours regarding satanic cults abusing children spread
across the United States. Family members accused of child abuse mobilized to defend
themselves against “false memory syndrome.” See Ibid., 113-127 and Alison Winter,
Memory: Fragments of a Modern History (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012),
225-256.
107Hacking, Rewriting the Soul, 115, 135-136.
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shaped not only their experiences but also their understandings of themselves and others.
The case of William Stainton Moses illustrates the point. Moses was an Anglican vicar who
turned to spiritualism and founded the LSA. He amassed a significant following as an
eccentric trance medium and produced countless spirit scripts. Moses also experienced
depression and a nervous breakdown. In addition to these struggles he suffered from
various somatic ailments including congestion of the liver, catarrh bronchitis, whooping
cough, throat infections, suppressed gout, influenza, neuralgic pains and Bright’s disease. If
we try to retroactively diagnose Moses we discover that he was suffering from many
ailments. The only coherent classifications are historical ones, such as hysteria or
neurasthenia. Not surprisingly, some psychical researchers wondered if his mediumship
was pathological.108 If not for Moses social standing, gender, and the context of spiritualism,
he could have easily been diagnosed with hysteria.
The point is not that psychological disorders are not real, or that comparisons
cannot be drawn, but that the historical contexts matter to the types of people and
experiences that can exist. The patients of Charcot (and John Elliotson in the case of
mesmerism) are prime examples of the elaborate types of people that can be created under
certain assumptions and practices.109 Phenomena surrounding spiritualism and telepathy
such as necromancy, mind-to-mind communications, and apparitions have been reported
across time and cultures but the concepts themselves were historically conditioned and
this affected how the broader phenomena were experienced and explained. The term
“supernormal” is used in this dissertation to describe a cluster of assumptions, questions,
Oppenheim, The Other World, 78-79, 411, fns. 48, 50.
See for example, John Miller, “Going Unconscious,” in Hidden Histories of Science, ed. R.B.
Silvers (New York: New York Review, 1995), 1-37.
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hypotheses, theories, language and concepts that surrounded debates about spiritualism
and psychical research. The men and women in this study were hardly homogenous in
their thinking, but they were operating in a register that was culturally specific to the
period between the 1870s and the 1930s. This influenced the way individuals understood
their experiences and their relationship with the world around them. There is a long
history of phantom armies and tales of divine intervention on the battlefield, but it was
only in the context of subliminal consciousness and nineteenth-century physics that Arthur
Begbie argued that “the Bowmen” was inspired by telepathic impressions.110
There is little time spent debunking the phenomena. This is not to suggest that such
questions are not interesting or important, but these types of studies are already in
abundance.111 Attempts to debunk spiritualism and psychical research can also obscure the
historical context, reading onto subjects our own values and standards and thus recasting
as foolish, a sympathetic response given the context.
It is of course important to consider the possibility of fraud, and where such
evidence exists and is relevant to the discussion, it will be incorporated. When dealing with
witness testimony, one must be on guard for the possibility of deliberate dishonesty, but to
dismiss these stories as complete fiction underestimates just how mundane they could be
(like the telepathic experiences probed in Chapter Three). Many of these experiences could
be explained as mere coincidences, the product of selective remembering, and other
prejudices. However, as Chapter Five shows, psychical researchers were not equipped or
For a history of phantom armies see Clarke, The Angel of Mons, 16-36.
See for example Carl Sagan, The Demon Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark
(New York: Random House, 1995), Joe Nickell, The Science of Ghosts: Searching for Spirits of
the Dead (New York: Prometheus Books, 2012), and Richard Wiseman, Paranormality: Why
we Believe the Impossible (London: Macmillan, 2011).
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familiar with certain psychological biases and arts of deception familiar to today’s
scientists. In fact, it was often conjurors (not scientists) that exposed mediums.112
Debates regarding spiritualism and psychical research can also collapse into nonfalsifiability. When the medium Eusapia Palladino was caught cheating, she explained that
she resorted to trickery when her powers failed her, and only did so to please her
demanding experimenters. Arthur Conan Doyle found this to be plausible and endorsed
Palladino based on the positive evidence instead.113 These were common tactics used by
psychical researchers and spiritualists to deflect any negative evidence. Some also claimed
that the testing conditions or the presence of sceptics suppressed psychic energy.114 The
religious scholar Jeffrey Kripal has even made a similar point recently, suggesting that the
paranormal is that which exists between science and the humanities. Using historical cases
of paranormal experiences occurring in moments of trauma, he suggests that there might
be some truth to the claim that testing them in controlled scientific settings strips them of
their emotional triggers.115 How does one objectively prove or disprove these types of
claims? This study remains focused on identifying the meaning ascribed to these
experiences. Whether or not telepathy or ghosts exist is not necessarily relevant to the fact
that people have certainly believed in them and with consequences.
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Scholarly works on spiritualism and British society such as those by Janet
Oppenheim, and Alex Owen have either ended their analyses in 1914 or, as is the case with
George Nelson’s and Jenny Hazelgrove’s studies, give only brief attention to the wartime
period.116 Interest in spiritualism and the Great War has grown, but there remains room for
further study. Winter’s contribution is an introductory analysis as part of a broader study
on mourning and the Great War across Europe. The works of George M. Johnson and Rene
Kollar are entirely devoted to the war but they provide only a narrow portrait. Johnson
includes spiritualist figures such as Arthur Conan Doyle and Oliver Lodge under the general
term “mysticism,” and interprets the subject from a literary and psycho-biographical
perspective, psychoanalyzing these figures’ writings on the subject through attachment
theory and object relation theory.117 The second book, Rene Kollar’s Searching for Raymond
focuses on the Anglican Church’s response to the growth of spiritualism.118
Three other works by Gerald O’Hara, Regina Byrne and Vanessa Chambers include
the Great War as part of their studies. O’Hara’s analysis of spiritualism and the war is
confined to a single locality, and Byrne, like Kollar, is concerned mostly with the Anglican

Oppenheim ends her analysis in 1914 because the context of spiritualism and
motivations changed with the outbreak of the Great War (Oppenheim, The Other World, 2).
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Church.119 Chambers’ work on the world wars and popular religious belief includes a
section on spiritualism and the Great War but with a focus on charting the growth of
spiritualism and the legal prosecution of mediums. All of these studies have offered
valuable contributions to the historiography and to this dissertation. However, a single
monograph on the cultural history of spiritualism and the Great War from a British home
front and battlefield perspective is lacking.120
The Ghost Story of the Great War
This dissertation argues that in the aftermath of the Great War, a segment of the British
population turned to spiritualism and psychical researcher in order to build a heaven on
earth. The unification of science and religion and the construction of a universal
brotherhood gave the war meaning and had the potential to redeem the bloodshed. By the
second half of the twentieth century this holistic project had failed, accounting for the
absence of spiritualist experiences in the contemporary memory.
The chapters are divided thematically according to specific spiritual or psychic
phenomena such as prophecy, battlefield phenomena, telepathy, séances, and spirit
photography. Each chapter also links these subjects with broader responses to the war,
including popular support for the war effort, the rise of pacifism, the soldier’s experience,
mourning and bereavement, and commemoration and remembrance. This thematic
breakdown allows one to appreciate where the uniquely spiritualist and broader British
See Gerald O’Hara, Dead Men’s Embers (York: Saturday Night Press, 2006), Byrne,
Modern Spiritualism and the Church of England and Vanessa Chambers, “Fighting Chance:
War, Popular Belief and British Society, 1900-1951,” (PhD Diss., Institute for Historical
Research, University of London, 2007).
120 Owen Davies’ monograph, A Supernatural War: Magic, Divination and Faith During the
First World War, was released too soon to the completion of this dissertation to be
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cultural experiences of the war overlapped. Each chapter also begins with a related
personal story that poses the main research questions. The contextualization of these
incidents within the wider historical narrative helps demonstrate how the supernormal
was used to explain wartime experiences, and allows us to situate them amongst broader
trends in British society.
The first chapter provides a chronological history of spiritualism between 1914 and
1939 with a focus on spiritualist prophecies. When war erupted, spiritualists attributed the
conflict to the excesses of materialism, which was personified by the Kaiser and found full
expression in German atrocities in Belgium. This stimulated a prophetic revival. Some
occultists and spiritualists at the fin-de-siècle prophesied the coming of a great new
spiritual age ushered in by war and destruction. The rising interest in spiritualism after the
war subsequently legitimized these pre-war prophecies. As a result, spiritualists became
heavily invested in the sacrifices of the war, believing that they would bring about a
spiritualist revival and an end to conflict in human history. The spiritualists’ investment in
a utopian future faced serious setbacks in the 1920s and was brought to its tragic
conclusion with the outbreak of the Second World War. This chapter emphasizes the
transformative role that the war had on the spiritualist movement and establishes the
context in which the interwar spiritualist project developed, while setting the stage for
spiritualism’s ambiguous place in the war’s memory.
The remaining chapters focus less on the evolution of spiritualism and psychical
research and more on the phenomena within these movements. Chapter Two challenges
the idea that the battlefield was a profane environment by focusing on superstitious,
religious and psychic experiences on the front. Some soldiers found that the battlefield
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revealed an occult knowledge or supernatural force, and spiritualist soldiers found
confirmations of their beliefs in the trenches. These stories were relayed back to the home
front and contributed to the spiritualist movement’s philosophy. This chapter analyzes the
supernatural more broadly, emphasizing the variety of phenomena that spiritualism could
accommodate. It relates these sacred elements to interwar spiritualism by documenting
both their presence and subsequent erasure from the soldier’s experience. In 1930, Will R.
Bird challenged modernist writings by using the supernormal to frame his unusual war
experiences. These incidents were mostly removed from his revised memoir in 1968.121
The remaining chapters concentrate on death and bereavement. Chapters Three and
Four examine the links between spiritualism, psychical research and the history of dynamic
psychiatry. The third chapter focuses on telepathy and crisis apparitions—the vision of
someone’s ghost at the moment of their death—within the British Empire. Telepathic
experiments across empire and the war’s fronts, reaffirmed the existence of imperial and
familial connections that transcended material space. The SPR’s telepathic theory allowed
those on the home front to frame their emotions as objects of scientific knowledge,
providing a respectable outlet for their grief while also reinforcing their numinous
character. Hallucinations or dreams were interpreted as intimate messages from loved
ones, sent in their final moments.
Chapter Four examines spiritualism in practice. Between 1917 and 1936, Nea
Walker and her two sisters, Elsi and Damaris, attended séances with the medium Gladys
Osbourne Leonard to communicate with various soldiers who had died in the war. This
For the original memoir see Will R. Bird, And We Go On: A Memoir of the Great War, ed.
David Williams (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2014). For his
second memoir see Will R. Bird, Ghosts Have Warm Hands (Ottawa: CEF Books, 1968).
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case study offers a unique look into the structure of séances. It reinforces Johnson’s
argument that spiritualism was an alternative to psychoanalysis. Not only did the two
share a history, but both sought to use memories to reintegrate the self. By remembering
the dead, the living could find their personalities in the subconscious mediums, thus reestablishing relationships. This allowed the ghosts of the war to assist in the process of
mourning and offer comfort as the living learned to adjust to life without those they had
lost. Just as significant, the séance helped mitigate the effects of the lost generation. The
soldier spirit was described as accomplishing great feats in the hereafter as he assisted in
the revelation of a spiritual science that would transform society. As this generation of
parents, siblings, and wives passed away or moved on, so too did the ghosts of war.
Chapters Five shifts attention towards public spiritualism, by examining the rise and
fall of spirit photography and spiritualist Armistice Day ceremonies. The disruption of
traditional mourning rituals made séances and spirit photography more appealing. The
photograph was a material and visual object that provided evidence that the spirits were
actually “here.” This overlapped with public commemorations. The two-minutes of silence
was a public communion with the dead, and the Cenotaph, was a surrogate national tomb.
Mediums took advantage of these contexts to convince Britons of the authenticity of
spiritualism and presented spirit photographs of the war dead hovering around the
Cenotaph. These visual “proofs” of ghosts became a lightning rod for scepticism and
fraudulent mediums were exposed in spectacular fashion. The famous Armistice Day
photograph by Ada Deane in 1924 exposed the limits of spiritualisms congruency with the
public commemorations of the war. The failure of telepathy, séances and spirit
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photography to find scientific validation was both a major blow to the interwar spiritual
project and anticipated its subsequent alienation from modern retellings of the war.
The dissertation concludes with an overview of the cultural and social changes that
account for spiritualism’s decline after the Second World War. The reasons for
spiritualism’s popularity between 1914 and 1939 were many, including the shock and
nature of death in the Great War, the inadequacy of conventional Christianity, attitudes
towards gender, public expectations regarding mourning, the slaughter of the elites, the
hope for communications from beyond, and the allure of scientific validation. Spiritualism
and psychical research offered a syncretic philosophy, accommodating patriotism and
internationalism, religion and science, and the traditional and the modern. These
movements spoke to a certain segment of the British population and helped make sense of
what was happening to them under the physical and mental stress of war. The further
removed we are from these events, the less potent and familiar the language of spiritualism
becomes. The subsequent displacement of the war’s sacred elements by the profane thus
tells us more about our contemporary image of the war than it does about those who
experienced its carnage. Spiritualist and psychical experiences have faded from memory
owing to their association with the enchanted elements of modernity and the redemptive
significance they placed upon the war’s meaning. The following chapters untangle the
threads that sewed these two together.
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Chapter One
The Spirit of Sacrifice: British Spiritualism and Prophecies of War and
Peace, 1914-1939
On 24 September 1938, Edith Gibbes sat down with British medium Geraldine Cummins to
communicate with the spirit of her brother, Frank Gibbes. At the time, Europe was on the
verge of conflict. Chamberlain had flown to Munich days earlier with the intention of
securing peace but, for spiritualists, the prime minister was not the only one working to
prevent war. Once Cummins entered intro trance, she received the following message:
I am working harder than ever for peace. …Great Britain is not
going to be involved in a great European War. I am aware…to
most people it seems inevitable. But here [in the spirit world]
the enemy is breaking….This will shortly react on Europe.
Chamberlain…is to be the peacemaker, he won’t fail.1
Chamberlain returned from Germany six days later and made his famous proclamation
regarding “Peace for our time.” It seemed the spirit of Frank Gibbes had been correct.
From 1938 to 1939, Gibbes and Cummins engaged in automatic writing to predict
the future. All sessions reiterated the same message: “no European war.” 2 In July 1939,
Cummins reported, “Hitler and Mussolini have been making very complete preparation for
war...But it is the greatest bluff of all. They won’t fight…Remember, no war!”3 Two months
later Hitler invaded Poland and Britain declared war on Germany. Edith Gibbes was
devastated. “Geraldine Cummins’ work on prevision lay in ruins,” she stated, “it was a

“Message received through Miss Cummins for predictions re. war,” September 1938,
Prediction File 9, Prediction Files, Cambridge University Library, Department of
Manuscripts and University Archives, [hereafter CUL MS] Society for Psychical Research
Archive [hereafter SPR].
2 For a comprehensive inventory of these messages see Geraldine Cummins and E.B.
Gibbes, No War: The Coming European Crisis (London: Goodmount Press, 1939).
3 “Remember, No War!” Light 59, no. 3057 (August 17, 1939): 521.
1

41
stupefying realisation.”4 Cummins failure was not an isolated case. Gladys Osborne Leonard
admitted that she was confident no war would erupt in 1939. “The messages that came
through at various sittings were all unanimous in declaring that there would be no war,”
she later recalled.5 As late as 18 August 1939, The Two Worlds declared, “Spiritualists are in
a large measure fully convinced there will be No Great War. This fact has been given from
our platforms during the last twelve months by scores of mediums.”6 Peace in Europe was a
common forecast and a welcome message in a nation that had lost more than 700,000 men
in the Great War between 1914 and 1918.
The shock of war in 1939 resulted in a flurry of correspondence in the pages of
spiritualist and psychic journals, attempting to understand why so many mediums had
failed.7 Fears of a mass exodus from the movement intensified.8 Ivy Uttley, a recent convert
to spiritualism from Halifax, wrote to the editor of the Psychic News that, “if the spiritguides are not to be trusted on such a major issue, then it seems that the bottom is knocked
out of the whole subject." Louis S. Vernon from Salford was more blunt. “What about your
E.B. Gibbes, “After-Thoughts on Peace Prediction Failure,” Light 59, no. 3063 (September
28, 1939): 601.
5 Gladys Osborne Leonard, Brief Darkness (London: Cassell, 1942), 28-29.
6 “World Peace Not to Be Broken! Will There Be a World Peace Pact?” The Two Worlds 52,
no. 2699 (August 18, 1939): 514.
7 The September 14th and September 21st editions of the journal Light included an extended
letters to the editor section entirely devoted to “Prophecies that Failed.” The peak in
readers’ interest necessitated the removal of the weekly feature “Looking Round the
World.” Many more letters had yet to be published on the subject. See “As We See it: Facing
War Conditions,” Light 59, no. 3061 (September 14, 1939): 582, “What Our Readers Are
Saying,” Light 59, no. 3062 (September 21, 1939): 596.
8 The spiritualist William Henry Evans stated that, prior to the declaration of war that he
had “heard some say: ‘If war comes I will never believe in Spiritualism again.’” See W. H.
Evans, “Peace Prophecies that Failed,” Light 59, no. 3060 (September 7, 1939): 568. Writer
and spiritualist advocate Shaw Desmond stated that he had received phone calls and letters
from people “in deep distress at the seeming failure of the no-war prophecies.” See Shaw
Desmond “The Guides Have Not Failed Us,” Light 59, no. 3062 (September 21, 1939): 591.
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idiotic vapouring to the effect that the sprit world says, ‘There Will be no war’” he asked
rhetorically?9 Spiritualist leaders were under pressure to provide an explanation. Medium
Estelle Roberts, one of the prophesiers of peace, thought that human free will absolved the
spirit guides of blame. War and peace were the products of the living, not the guides, she
argued.10 Frank Blake, the president of the Spiritualist National Union (SNU), reiterated his
faith in the spirit guides and prophecy in general, claiming that there were those who
prophesied that war was inevitable but that these messages had not received the same
attention. He reminded readers that the guides used to be human and were fallible.11
Not all defended the error. The Roman Catholic Priest, Herbert Thurston, wrote that
the failure of the prophecies represented an “outstanding set-back which our journals are
unable to dispute or ignore.” 12 Some saw it as a sign that spiritualism needed to return to
its roots, and that the obsession with prophecies had taken the movement off course. One
reader of Light pleaded with her fellow spiritualists to “renounce fortune telling” and to
remember that spiritualism’s central message remained true, “that the spiritual is what
matters, and the spirit-world is very real and very near.”13 An editorial in the Two Worlds
stated plainly that, “Spiritualism does not rest upon the ability of spirits to anticipate
events, but to prove their identity.”14 The medium Horace Leaf reminded readers of the
task ahead. “Very soon… people will be seeking for the comfort which Spiritualism can
“Dear Sir.......,” Psychic News, no. 381 (September 9, 1939): 11.
“‘Let the People Judge:’ What ‘Red Cloud’ Said before the War,” Prediction (December
1939): 447.
11 Frank T. Blake, “Prophecies,” The Two Worlds 52, no. 1708 (October 20, 1939): 641, 646.
12 Herbert Thurston, “Spiritualists and Their ‘No War’ Predictions,” The Tablet (September
16, 1939): 357.
13 Ethel Corkey, “What Our Readers Are Saying: The Spiritual is What Matters,” Light 59, no.
3063 (September 28, 1939): 607.
14 “Those Spirit Prophecies,” The Two Worlds 52, no. 2703 (September 15, 1939): 584.
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give,” he explained, adding, “the ability to do this made Spiritualism the most effective
comforter during the world-war, and it can be so again.”15
How was it that a series of predictions had suddenly threatened the validity of the
spiritualist movement in Britain, which had existed since the 1850s? Contrary to some
spiritualists’ objections, divination was nothing new to the movement. It was probably as
old as spiritualism itself, and it took on new significance after the outbreak of war in
1914.16 Even when prophecies were falsified, the practice was never entirely abandoned.
Failure could be excused, old but more accurate prophecies could be unearthed, and new
ones received. There was no shortage of demand for prophecies or those willing to believe
them when the outcomes confirmed their desires or when the uncertainty of the future
seemed urgent. The crisis that emerged in 1939 was significant not only because
spiritualism had potentially been exposed by false predictions but also because the
outbreak of war was objectionable in a way that it had not been in 1914.
This chapter examines the reasons for this discrepancy through a chronological
history of the spiritualist movement between 1914 and 1939 with a focus on prophecy.
First, it places spiritualist visions of the future within the context of the broader cultural
and social changes of Victorian and Edwardian Britain and the immediate impact of the
Great War. Those attracted to spiritualism embraced the language of progress common in

Horace Leaf, “Spirits, The War and a Call,” The Two Worlds 52, no. 2703 (September 15,
1939): 580, Horace Leaf, “Prophecies, the War, and a Call,” Light 3061, no. 59 (September
14, 1939): 579.
16 For spiritualist prophecies in the late nineteenth century see Rhodri R. Hayward, “From
the Millennial Future to the Unconscious Past: The Transformation of Prophecy in Early
Twentieth-Century Britain,” in Prophecy: The Power of Inspired Language in History, 13002000, eds. Bertrand Taithe and Tim Thornton (Phoenix Mill: Sutton Publishing, 1997), 171173.
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the nineteenth century.17 War contradicted but did not refute belief in progress. Instead,
spiritualists contended that the conflict vindicated their prognosis of the modern world’s
problems. The Great War was greeted as a necessary crusade to destroy materialism and so
allow history to advance according to its divine path.
The second part of this chapter begins with the rise of interest in spiritualism during
the war, which was interpreted as evidence of a great spiritual awakening. This only
fortified hopes first expressed in 1914 that the war would usher in a great new age of peace
and spiritual progress. In the interwar period these expectations declined in the face of
political, military, intellectual, and social crises, but there was still a firm commitment to
the belief that the sacrifices were not in vain. When a new war approached, the spirits of
the soldiers returned to remind the living of the costs of war. By the 1930s the spiritualist
movement was committed to pacifism and the peace predictions of Cummins and other
mediums reflected the transformative role that the Great War had played in spiritualist
conceptions of history. After the suffering and sacrifices of the previous conflict, progress
and war became more difficult to reconcile. A Second World War was not only an affront to
the sacrifices of the First but also unthinkable according to spiritualist views.
A History of the Future: Methods and Definitions
This chapter is concerned mostly with millennial prophecies. Millennialism (or
millenarianism) has been defined as the “belief in an imminent transition to a collective
salvation, in which the faithful will experience well-being and the unpleasant limitations of

See Peter J. Bowler, The Invention of Progress: The Victorians and the Past (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1989).
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the human condition will be eliminated.”18 Millennial ideas have traditionally been
associated with Christianity, specifically the Book of Revelation in which God’s kingdom on
earth is said to last a thousand years after the second coming of Christ. Utopias, on the
contrary, come more gradually, and are the product of humanity’s actions instead of divine
intervention. This means that they tend to be secular projects, such as Owenism and other
socialist movements in the nineteenth century, or the pacifist movements in the interwar
period.19 These ideas can overlap and so the term “progressive millennialism” is used in
this chapter to distinguish spiritualist thinking from “catastrophic millennialism.” The
latter suggests that a great calamity will bring about the new millennium while the former
involves a gradual improvement of the world through human cooperation with a divine
source.20 Spiritualists engaged mostly in the progressive variety of millennialism but the
Great War made the catastrophic form more appealing.
Prophecies reveal more about the past than they do about the future. In treating
them as historical sources, this chapter follows four principles. First, prophecies are a
window into popular religious beliefs. Originally, prophecy simply referred to “speaking or
communicating the words of God.” More recently, the term has become synonymous with
divination.21 The date of the impending millennium is often hidden and revealed by divine

Catherine Wessinger, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Millennialism (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 720.
19 For interwar utopian visions See Jay Winter, Dreams of Peace and Freedom: Utopian
Moments in the Twentieth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 48-98.
20 Catherine Wessinger, “Millenialism with and without the Mayhem,” in Millenium,
Messiahs, and Mayhem: Contemporary Apocalyptic Movements, eds. Thomas Robbins and
Susan J. Palmer (New York: Routledge, 1997), 47–59, and W. Michael Ashcraft, “Progressive
Millennialism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Millenialism, 44–65.
21 R Hayward, “From the Millenial Future to the Unconscious Past," 161.
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or occult sources and the believers look for signs, omens, visions or sacred texts to
anticipate its arrival.22 A belief in prophecy usually coincides with other magical beliefs.
Second, prophecies can reveal how groups understand history. Thomas Kselman has
shown that in nineteenth-century France, prophesies promised the re-emergence of a
Catholic monarchy that would create God’s kingdom on earth. These prophetic visions
spread because they appealed to conservatives who believed that the rejection of God in
the French Revolution was responsible for France’s contemporary problems.23 An
enthusiasm for foresight also indicates the social significance of a purposeful history,
whether it is through an intervening God, or some sort of intelligent force that directs
humanity towards certain ends. Britain’s spiritualists turned to the comforting notion that
the path of history was predetermined, and the extent that they alternated between
intervention and an underlying spiritual law was dictated by the social context, especially
when it came to war and peace.
Third, the millennial tradition has managed to survive because of, not despite,
modernity, since it offered the precedent and possibility of a rapid alteration of the social
order. Fear of change is of course not new to history but since the French Revolution and
industrialization, it had been taken for granted that the future would be radically different
than the past. I.F. Clarke observes that literature about future wars prior to the late
eighteenth-century showed no differences in technology or tactics from the context in
which they were written.24 The future-war genre came of age as war was transformed by
J.F.C. Harrison, The Second Coming: Popular Millenarianism, 1780-1850 (New Brunswick,
N.J: Rutgers University Press, 1979), xv-xvi, 7-9, 39, 86-134.
23 Thomas Kselman, Miracles & Prophecies in Nineteenth Century France, 7, 60-2, 121-2.
24 I.F. Clarke, Voices Prophesying War: Future Wars, 1763-3749 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 5-6.
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rapid technological developments. These changes expanded future possibilities of combat
while creating concern about the adequacy of contemporary technology. The famous 1871
short story “The Battle of Dorking” was so popular because it reminded Britons about the
dangers posed to coastal defenses as war machines advanced.25
The French Revolution also launched the prophetic movements of Richard Brothers
and his successor Joanna Southcott.26 The shocking fall of the French monarchy, followed
by war, had convinced some in Britain that the millennium was at hand, while also creating
demand for forecasts of future events. Brothers prophesied that the millennium would
come in 1795, that the English would be defeated in the war against France, and that
George III would be overthrown. This attracted republican radicals and popular and
political support for Brothers eventually prompted concern from the government. The
latter were worried that prophetic elements were to blame for the French Revolution, as
they had conditioned the French people for the prospects of radical social change.27
Lastly, as Jay Winter has argued, war ruptures the link between the experiences of
the past and expectations of the future, leaving a gap of uncertainty that utopian visions can
reconcile.28 Spiritualist views of history were conditioned by nineteenth-century concepts
of progress and evolution. The outbreak of war in 1914 necessitated revisions to these
views, and the war was framed as the beginning of the end of materialism and militarism,
and the dawn of a new spiritual age. The no war prophecies of the 1930s attempted to allay
concerns regarding the volatile international climate, and the subsequent crisis was a
result of the collision between the reality of war and the expectations that had grown out of
Clarke, Voices Prophesying War, 7-8, 29-43.
Harrison, The Second Coming, xv-xvi.
27 Ibid., 57-134.
28 J. Winter, Dreams of Peace and Freedom, 7-8.
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the previous decades. Spiritualism’s role in the bereavement process has led historians to
analyze the movement’s war history from 1916 onwards but if we are to understand what
happened in 1939 it is necessary to examine the initial impact of the war’s outbreak.
A Crusade Against Materialism
When war with Germany was declared in 1914, prominent British spiritualists and
psychical researchers voiced their support in various spiritualist publications. This chapter
will focus mostly on the popular journals Light and The Two Worlds, the longest running
English spiritualist publications (founded in 1881 and 1887, respectively). They emerged
amongst a crowded field of competing periodicals such as Medium and Daybreak, the
Spiritual Newspaper, and the Banner of Light among others. While these latter publications
ceased to exist at the beginning of the twentieth century, Light and The Two Worlds
continued to be published into the twenty-first century.29 Light was associated with the
LSA and received contributions from some of Britain’s most renowned spiritualists and
psychical researchers, including William Barrett, Oliver Lodge, and Arthur Conan Doyle. 30
The Two Worlds was the unofficial organ of the SNU, an organization that united various
spiritualist societies and churches in the United Kingdom. The lower price of The Two
Oppenheim, The Other World, 44-49.
The numbers of subscribers for these papers is unknown. Brian Glenney in his study of
Light estimates a readership at 5,000 in 1894 and 7,500 by the end of the war based on
donations by readers. In 1917 and 1918 Light called for donations to help with the rising
cost of paper and reduced space for advertising. Despite the economic burden imposed by
the war, the number of people who donated annually was 141 and 159 respectively.
Glenney then bases his estimated readership on the assumption that about 5% of
subscribers donated, and then factors in those who would read the paper who were not
subscribers. But these are speculative estimates based upon the ratio between letters to the
editor and subscribers of The Washington Post in 2004. See Brian Edmund Glenney, “‘Light,
More Light’: The "Light Newspaper, Spiritualism, and British Society, 1881-1920” (MA
thesis, Clemson University, 2009), 5-7, 141-142.
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Worlds (by the outbreak of the war it was sold for 2 pence) and its historical association
with plebeian spiritualism, offers a broader sample. The longevity and popularity of these
journals in the spiritualist movement makes them useful sources to gauge spiritualist
opinions between 1914 and 1939.
Spiritualists identified the cause of the war as materialism, positioning Britain’s
military conflict within spiritualism’s historic opposition to that philosophy. Under the
editorship of the Scottish-born poet, David Gow, Light advanced this opinion in a series of
editorials between August and September 1914. According to Light, a materialistic
worldview had spread greed, fear, and militarism, across Europe. The conviction that
earthly existence was the only life motivated some to seek “the ‘best’ out of the world
now.”31 This led to the abuse of industrial progress for the accumulation of wealth and
territorial expansion, inflaming nationalism and stimulating the building of armaments.32
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Figure 1.1. David Gow, editor of Light from 1914 to 1931.

Various spiritualist figures, correspondents, and readers of spiritualist journals
contended that Germany was the ultimate manifestation of this materialism run amok.
Light singled out “one nation” for bringing Europe into war, “under the great illusion of
materialism.”33 Britain’s official justification for war, the violation of Belgian neutrality, was
used as evidence of the link between materialism and Prussian militarism. The contrast
between Britain’s commitment to the Treaty of London and Germany’s dismissal of it as
merely a “scrap of paper,” signalled that Germany was only concerned with material
benefits while the British were governed by deeply held convictions.34
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Germany’s reputation was further tarnished by reports of atrocities in Belgium.
Under the editorship of the medium James J. Morse, The Two Worlds condemned the
slaughter of innocent civilians and proclaimed, “No other war has been so clearly justifiable
as the one now engaging Britain and her allies. It is a terrible battle of the forces of
humanity and inhumanity.”35 Prominent psychical researchers, Vice-Admiral William
Usborne Moore and William Barrett likewise told Light that militarism and materialism had
led to Germany’s quest for domination in Europe. Barrett warned “the German Emperor
and the Prussian military caste around him…‘wish to domineer over others and at length
over all.’”36 These aims made the conflict necessary and urgent. “The war must go on,”
Usborne Moore explained, “until Germany ceased to exist as an empire.”37
Despite the common themes noted above it is important to note that spiritualists
were not uniform in their opinions. There were debates in the spiritualist press about
whether or not the spirits’ or humanity’s own actions initiated the war, if the spiritualist
belief in a brotherhood of man was compatible with support for the war, and whether it

“Frightfulness,” The Two Worlds 27, no. 1404 (October 9, 1914), 502.
William F. Barrett, “War in Its Psychical and Religious Aspects,” Light 34, no. 1763
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was ethical to kill fellow Christians or pray for victory.38 James L. Macbeth Bain, the
honorary president of the Brighton Spiritual Mission, wrote to Light that if Britain had led
by example and disarmed, other European nations would have followed and war would
have been avoided.39 This was an unpopular opinion in Britain and the number of letters
sent to Light critical of this extreme pacifist stance grew so numerous that the editor
ceased publishing them.40 In The Two Worlds, pacifists such as the medium William Henry
Evans had greater representation, although the response was similarly critical.41 Fred
Warburton of the 1/7th West Yorkshire Regiment explained that he had been a spiritualist
for 11 years and had “no qualms of conscience, as I think it is every man’s duty to be
here.”42 One sergeant in the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) called a conscientious
objector a “traitor” and warned him that he could not expect “much comfort from his angel

A controversial speech was given to the Yorkshire County Spiritualists’ Union on 13
September arguing that the war was “spiritually engineered.” The speech was published in
the Two Worlds and received criticism from some readers. For the original speech see,
Chas. E. H. Wann, “The War from a Spiritualist Point of View,” The Two Worlds 27, no. 1402
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Usborne Moore agreed with Wann in his interview with Light. See “Interview with ViceAdmiral Usborne Moore,” Light, 499. On the issue of prayer see, E.P. Prentice, “War
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friends when he gets into a military prison.” 43 Others argued for the need to defeat
Germany while offering prayers for all soldiers regardless of nationality.44 J.T. Dillsen had
enlisted to protect liberalism, democracy and freedom but believed that all “militarism,
whether in Germany, Britain, or anywhere else, is bad;” he asked readers of The Two
Worlds to “pray also for those we hurt.”45 This was a middle ground in which it was
acknowledged that some responsibility rested with everyone in Europe who embraced
materialism and militarism but that the German state represented these traits in a most
dangerous form. Even Evans agreed that the Kaiser was “the incarnation of materialism.”46
Death in war was viewed as necessary if Germany was devoted to enslaving Europe
under the yoke of materialism and despotism, and spiritualists’ beliefs in survival after
death legitimized sacrifice. Death was not to be feared if personality could not be
destroyed. Light reassured readers that, despite the material destruction and suffering
caused by war, the spirit itself “lies beyond all reach or harm.”47 There was no “price too
great,” it was argued, “for the breaking up of old evil conditions.”48 Usborne Moore believed
that British men were so willing to sacrifice themselves because spiritualism’s influence in
the nineteenth century had “lightened the atmosphere of mortality.”49 George F. Berry, who
would serve as president of the SNU between 1920 and 1922, argued that if people
recognized the truth of survival after death, they would place less emphasis on the material
“The Roll of Honour,” The Two Worlds 29, no. 1491 (June 9, 1916): 272.
E.A.W., “Letters to the Editor: The Compensation of Calamity,” Light 34, no. 1757
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aspects of human existence. This could in turn serve as a check against the harmful
passions that emerge from war, such as humiliation, hatred, and revenge. 50
According to various people within the spiritualist movement, the German invasion
of Belgium and the subsequent reported atrocities against innocent civilians demonstrated
that the war effort was justifiable and necessary. Spiritualists accommodated the war with
their beliefs by situating these acts of aggression within a broader materialist worldview
that they sought to replace. It followed that if Germany could be defeated, then it would
strike a heavy blow to materialism’s reign in European history. These hopes were informed
by the expectations of progress and evolution that were popular in Victorian and
Edwardian Britain.
The Path to Progress
History took on added significance under the social and cultural changes of the nineteenth
century. New discoveries and methods in the emerging fields of geology, biology and
anthropology all challenged traditional Biblical interpretations. Prior to the nineteenth
century, fossils were used as evidence of the Biblical flood, but in 1830, Charles Lyell’s The
Principles of Geology argued for a natural history of the earth that was gradual and which
operated according to unchanging universal laws. This necessitated a reinterpretation of
the fossil record.51 Imperialism provided opportunities for Charles Darwin to explore
greater expanses of nature and to formulate his theory of natural selection as a universal
mechanism for the evolution of life on earth. Empire also introduced the British people to
new cultures and indigenous populations, which stimulated interest in the history of
George F. Berry, “‘Beyond These Voices’: Peaceful Thoughts for Troublous Times,” Light
34, no. 1758 (September 19, 1914): 453.
51 Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls, 24-34.
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civilization and comparative religion. The anthropologist Edward Tylor pioneered the use
of cross-cultural studies and argued that religion emerged out of “primitive” peoples’
attempts to explain curiosities of the natural world. According to Tylor, these animist
beliefs were obsoleted by science and he criticized spiritualism, Theosophy, and theology
as the unhealthy survival of primitive superstitions.52
Despite these materialistic views, Victorians considering the past retained belief in a
purposeful history. Discoveries such as natural selection implied purposeless evolution
initiated by chance, but most Britons were not prepared to embrace a meaningless
universe. Nor were they eager to accept cultural relativism in the context of European
Imperialism. Peter J. Bowler has argued that, for these reasons, discourses regarding both
evolution and human history in the nineteenth century emphasized progress. Religious
evolutionists pointed to the fossil record and argued that the development of life on earth
from simple organisms to the complexity of humans was preordained. Whig historians such
as Thomas Babbington Macaulay and Henry Buckle contended that Europe’s transition
from “primitive” beginnings to the age of the modern state was the predictable result of
economic forces.53 In this inevitable march towards progress, the British had an
Marjorie Wheeler-Barcaly, The Science of Religion in Britain, 1860-1915 (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 2010): 71-93.
53 The phrase “whig interpretation of history” was popularized by the historian H.
Butterfield to describe a class of nineteenth-century English liberal historians, who had a
tendency to interpret, among other things, “the present as the inevitable outcome of a
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but the most egregious of these historians in Butterfield’s eyes was Lord Acton, who
viewed British historical development through the lens of liberal progress. The term has
more recently been used to criticize histories of science that emphasize its progressive
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exceptional destiny, as they had been granted certain advantages that propelled them up
the ladder of social evolution. Buckle believed Britain’s island geography kept it relatively
free from foreign invasion and interference.54
The decline of past civilizations such as the Roman Empire presented a problem for
progressive histories but this was overcome by incorporating the concept of a cyclical
history, more common in Eastern religious traditions. Thomas Arnold contended that each
great civilization contributed to the development of humanity before it reached a point of
stagnation and decline, but was followed by a period of renewal. Charles Kingsley believed
that such cycles were the unfolding of God’s plan. According to these histories, the Greeks
had contributed to intellect, the Romans to law and Christianity, and the Teutonic people to
liberty by initiating the downfall of Roman corruption and tyranny. 55
Nineteenth-century theories regarding natural and human history therefore
retained Christian concepts of a history with a beginning and an end according to a divine
purpose while using modern language and selective evidence. The cultural changes that
drove Victorians to believe in progress were the same ones that brought them into the
séance room—both served the purpose of mediating between traditional creationism and
the new materialism. 56 Spiritualists thus became proponents of evolutionary progress.
Alfred Russell Wallace was an ardent spiritualist who eventually rejected natural selection
as the complete answer to the problem of human evolution. Wallace had spent a significant
amount of time living with various indigenous populations, and he observed that they
displayed many of the same mental faculties as “civilized” humans, including artistry,
Bowler, The Invention of Progress, 1-14, 20-39.
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mathematical reasoning and morality. 57 Wallace believed these traits had no purpose in a
“primitive” lifestyle and he concluded that natural selection was inadequate to explain their
origin. He proposed that they had been placed there for future use by “a superior
intelligence” that “guided the development of man in a definite direction, and for a special
purpose.”58 According to Wallace, the discoveries of psychical research revealed similar
latent abilities that signaled greater advancement in the future.59
Spiritualists incorporated cyclical historical models in order to accommodate faith
in progress with the outbreak of the Great War. Light claimed that the conflict was a signal
from “the great Intelligence” that the time had come to purge the world of the evils of
materialism.60 Militarism was compared to an extinct species which had evolved for a
specific purpose in early history but whose survival was now harmful. Industrial progress
was never intended to be a tool of militaries but to provide societies with leisure time for
spiritual development.61 When “militarism, materialism, despotism…rear their heads
amongst us in this twentieth-century,” Light stated, “they appear in an atmosphere that is
not only fatal to their growth, but rapidly fatal.”62 This “relic of an old dark past” had to be
destroyed, it was reasoned, so “that the way may be made clear for better things.”63 Alfred
Vout Peters, one of the mediums from Lodge’s Raymond, explained that, since the spirit was
indestructible, it was only a maladaptive form that was being destroyed in the war. The
spirit would endure, he claimed, and out of this destruction would emerge “a form more
Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls, 112, 118.
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suited to the purposes of evolution.”64 Similarly, George F. Berry argued that, historically,
war destroyed “mental attitudes that have served their full purpose and continue to exist
longer as only hindrances to the new and higher modes of thought.” The current conflict
was part of a cycle whereby the conditions of war and peace worked towards “the final
perfection of the universe.”65 The German state represented a materialistic philosophy that
encouraged militarism and despotism and repressed spiritual development. If Germany
was defeated, humanity could advance the “the clock of progress.”66
At the turn of the century, spiritualist theorizations regarding the nature of history
emphasized progress. Materialism was the cause of the modern world’s problems but
spiritualists did not want to simply turn back the clock. Instead they selectively embraced
the benefits of modernity and science as a sign of spiritual progress while the negatives
were attributed to the excesses of materialism. When German aggression in Belgium drew
anger and sympathy from Britons in 1914, the war was a justification of spiritualism’s
ideological conflict against a materialistic philosophy. A new cycle along the social
evolutionary ladder of human history had begun. War was to be endured with the promise
of a better, more spiritual, world on the horizon.
Prophecies of War
Cyclical historical interpretations of the war created an environment favourable to
cataclysmic millennialism. Prophecies spread amongst those movements who held shared
beliefs regarding spirituality’s place in the modern world. This included occultists and
Alfred Vout Peter, “Letters to the Editor: Is War Ever Justifiable?,” Light 34, no. 1758
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65 Berry, “‘Beyond These Voices,'” Light, 453.
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spiritualists. Various men and women within these groups had turned to cataclysmic
millennialism before the war in the context of social unrest, believing that a sudden
spiritual regeneration of society was the solution.67 The uncertainty of war led to a
prophetic revival, building upon these millennialist precedents.
Millennialism had been a significant characteristic of the Theosophical movement.
Its founder, Helena Blavatsky, predicted the coming of a great “World Teacher” and a new
spiritual age in the twentieth century. Some occultists became convinced in the 1890s that
they were on the verge of an apocalyptic conflict between good and evil that would usher in
Blavatsky’s prophecy.68 The outbreak of war in 1914 seemed to confirm this. Notable
Theosophists, such as C.W. Leadbeater and Alfred Percey Sinnett, argued that the Germans
had become so corrupted by materialism that evil forces were using them to wage their
war against the forces of good on the astral plane. Sinnett received a prediction from “a
high occult source” in 1911 “that a Great European war would commence in the autumn of
1912” and end in 1913.69 Leadbeater stated that the war would destroy those interfering
with spiritual progress while the self-sacrifice of Britain’s men “raised themselves greatly
in the scale of humanity.” Only a great war allowed “for so splendid an outburst from so
many simultaneously,” he proclaimed. 70 These occultists hoped that the war would help
humanity prepare for the arrival of the Great Teacher.
Spiritualists also engaged in millennialism before the war. William Stainton Moses,
received prophesies from his guide “Imperator,” that the world was on the brink of
Owen, The Place of Enchantment, 21-26
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Armageddon and foreshadowed the Second Coming of Christ. These were later published in
the 1890s after his death and were referred to by spiritualists during the war.71
Spiritualism’s role as a surrogate or complimentary faith to traditional Christianity meant
that it could easily be infused with orthodox Christian concepts of the apocalypse. For
example, in 1916, the Baptist Minister Walter Wynn was one of many who turned to the
Book of Revelation to understand the Great War.72 After his son was killed in France in the
winter of 1917, Wynn discovered spiritualism and found it to be a pragmatic addition to his
Christian faith. His book Rupert Lives!, modelled after Lodge’s Raymond, brought him to the
attention of other spiritualists.73 Throughout the interwar era he publically defended
spiritualism against its critics and travelled to South Africa to spread his message.74 His
work on biblical prophecy continued after spiritualists’ hopes for the promised new age
had failed to be realized.75
Millenarian hopes were encouraged by the British response to war. Historians have
challenged the myth of widespread enthusiasm. As Adrian Gregory has shown, the
“Records of Private Séances from Notes Taken at the Time of Each Sitting. No. LX. From
the Records of Mrs. S.” Light 13, no. 662 (September 16, 1893): 436, William Stainton
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73 Wynn stated that “where as before I held the belief in human survival as an act of faith,
now I know it is true…we can believe not having seen; but it is a joy to me to know that He
did not refuse to doubting Thomas tangible proof of the immortality of the soul.” See
Walter Wynn, Rupert Lives! (London: Kingsley Press, 1919), 170.
74 “The Rev. Walter Wynn Debates with Mr. Coulson Kernahan,” Light 40, no. 2083
(December 11, 1920): 456, “A Reply to Dr. Schofield: The Rev. Walter Wynn and Mr. H.W.
Engholm at Croydon,” Light 41, no. 2097 (March 19, 1921): 182, “The Rev. Walter Wynn in
South Africa,” Light 41, no. 2113 (July 9, 1921): 439.
75 See Walter Wynn, What Will Come to Pass: A Prophecy of the Near Future and the Next
War, 2nd Edition (Croydon: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co., 1927) and Walter
Wynn, The Sphinx Unveiled (London: Williams & Norgate, 1928).
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responses leading up to and after the declaration of war varied according to region, class,
gender, and individual experiences. There was a mixture of emotions including protest,
anger, anxiety, fear, relief, acceptance, enthusiasm and even indifference, sometimes with
more than one of these expressed by the same individual.76 In the week before war, Light
advocated for peace. “It will be a sad commentary on Christendom and Civilisation if they
can provide no other way,” an editorial noted, adding that “if the worst happens” the world
would pay “a price that need never have been paid.”77 A week later Light claimed that the
war “had to come.”78 The Two World’s initial reaction to the war was also muted, as it was
feared conflict would “put the clock of progress back for half a century,” and cause unjust
suffering to the poor and working class. A month later the journal was proclaiming: “the
passing awful drama is part of the solution of the world’s problems, and a help towards the
ultimate erection of the city of Divine Humanity.”79
The changing attitude of spiritualists was not exceptional. In the days preceding the
start of the conflict, most within the Labour party denounced the prospect of war. On 2nd
August, Labour led an anti-war rally in Trafalgar Square. In the following weeks, with a few
exceptions (Ramsay MacDonald resigned), Labour acquiesced to support the war. In
October the party issued a manifesto stating, “the German military caste were determined
on war if the rest of Europe could not be cowed into submission by other means…[The
Labour Party] realised that…the victory of Germany would mean the death of democracy in

Gregory, The Last Great War, 9-39.
“Notes by the Way,” Light 34, no. 1752 (August 8, 1914): 373.
78 “A World Tragedy: The Larger View,” Light, 390.
79 “A Horrible Calamity,” The Two Worlds 27, no. 1396 (August 14, 1914): 406, “Long Views
Are Needed,” The Two Worlds 27, 1401 (September 18, 1914): 466.
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Europe.”80 The same was the case for many dissenting churches. Between 1902 and 1907,
more members of the Primitive Methodists had been imprisoned for passive resistance
than any other group. During the war, 150,000 of its members joined the forces. In January
1914, the Baptist Reverend John Clifford promised the coming of a new era of brotherhood
and the consignment of militarism to “the dark ages.” He denounced war as “anti-Christian”
but supported the British war effort as necessary for progress.81 Other pacifists like H.G.
Wells argued that the horror of modern war would shock humanity into abolishing conflict,
thus popularizing the phrase “the war that will end all war.”82 If spiritualists were
nonconformists, they, like many others, conformed in 1914.
It is also inaccurate to believe that ethnic and class conflict suddenly vanished once
war was declared. The strikes in South Wales and the Clyde in 1915 and the Irish rebellion
in 1916 made this clear. But as Eric Leed has argued, where public enthusiasm during
August 1914 did exist it could produce a moment of euphoria in which the elimination of
social conflicts seemed like a reality.83 For some spiritualists, the illusion of unity was a
glimpse of a possible utopia. Light argued that “the unexpected psychological change in
Ireland” and the “surprising splendour of Indian and Colonial unity” were indicative of the
spiritual progress characteristic of the British people.84 The Two Worlds was optimistic
Quoted in John N. Horne, Labour at War: France and Britain, 1914-1918 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1991), 44-45. See also, Wilson, Myriad Faces of War, 26-31 and David
Swift, For Class and Country: The Patriotic Left and the First World War (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2017), 24-55.
81 Alan Wilkinson, Dissent or Conform: War, Peace and the English Churches 1900-1945
(London: SCM Press, 1986), 23-29.
82 Lawrence Freedman, The Future of War: A History (New York: Public Affairs, 2017), 4344.
83 Eric J. Leed, No Man’s Land: Combat & Identity in World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979), 39-72.
84 “Psychology and War,” Light 34, no. 1767 (October 24, 1914): 510–11.
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about the future of socially progressive spiritualism, noting that, “at first sight it would
seem that human brotherhood was the very antithesis of human warfare. Yet the two are
closer than may seem.” The journal pointed to the cessation of party and class conflict, the
British-French-Belgian alliance, and government interventions in food, railways, and
finance. Such developments signaled that Britain was “nearer a humanitarian socialism
now than ever before.” These changes were only possible because of the war and would
surely have lasting influence. “How absurd, then, is it to feel that this union will end when
the needs that called it out pass away,” one editorial asked?85 Such observations indicated
that a sudden transformation of society was possible, and spiritualists were more likely to
accept cyclical historical interpretations and cataclysmic millennialism.
In the opening months of the war, prophecies proliferated in the spiritualist,
occultist and psychic press.86 In 1916 the Belgian writer, Maurice Materlinck counted 83
prophesies alleged to have predicted the outbreak of the war.87 The sources varied but they
mostly confirmed spiritualist convictions and were said to have come from the eighteenthcentury or earlier. Famous seers such as Nostradamus and Joanna Southcott were reported
to have predicted the war, but one of the most discussed of 1914 came from an unknown

“The War and the Spirits,” The Two Worlds 27, no. 1397 (August 21, 1914): 418.
These prophecies were collected for publication by Ralph Shirley, the editor of the Occult
Review. See Ralph Shirley, Prophecies and Omens of the Great War (London: William Rider
and Son, 1914). They also appear alongside further prophecies discovered or made
between 1914 and 1916 in Countess Zalinski, Noted Prophecies, Prediction, Omens, and
Legends Concerning the Great War and the Changes to Follow (Chicago: Yogi Publishing,
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monk named Johannes.88 He was alleged to have predicted the coming of the antichrist who
would launch a war that “massacres priests, monks, women, children and old people.” Once
the war was over, it would usher in “an era of peace and prosperity…for all the universe.”89
Others predicted the rise and fall of the Prussian Empire, culminating in a great war and
French revenge for 1871. Rumours circulated that Prussian heads of states had long
received fortunes that predicted the downfall of Prussia in the early twentieth century, but
had sought war anyway attempting to defy spiritual laws. These stories confirmed the
arrogance of the Kaiser, and the notion that his materialistic worldview would lead to his
inevitable defeat.90 The consensus of all these prophecies was summarized by Light when it
reported on Sinette’s predictions from 1911: “It is almost needless to say that the prophecy
foreshadows the victory of the Allies, [and] the downfall of the German Empire…The
prophets are all at one on this point.”91 In the early months of the war, it was easy for
spiritualists to confirm their support for the conflict.
It would be disingenuous to claim that war prophecies were accepted
wholeheartedly. Since the movement claimed to be promoting belief framed on “facts,”
For Nostradamus see Thurston, The War and the Prophets, 114-116, 164-166. Southcott’s
alleged box of prophecies was to be opened at a moment of great crisis. It was the focus of
significant speculation during and after the war. See “Joanna Southcott and the Year
1914,” Light 34, no. 1754 (August 22, 1914): 400, “Prophecy and the Press:
Joanna Southcott and the Sealed Box,” Light 35, no. 1775 (January 16, 1915): 31
and “Joanna Southcott and the Sealed Box,” Light 36, no. 1849 (June 17 1916): 194. For
interest in Southcott’s box of prophecies in the 1920s, see Kollar, Searching for Raymond,
78-79.
89 “The Prophecy of the Monk Johannes: A Marvelous Prediction--If Authentic,” Light 34, no.
1762 (October 17, 1914): 497–98, "Kaiser and Antichrist." The Two Worlds 27, no. 1413
(December 11, 1914): 605.
90 “Notes from Abroad: The Prophecy of Mayence and the Kaiser,” Light 34, no. 1763
(October 24, 1914): 513, F.C.S. Schiller, “War Prophecies,” JSPR 17, no. 330 (June 1916):
185–92.
91 “Prophecies of the War,” Light 34, no. 1757 (October 10, 1914): 485.
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some were bound to take notice of failed predictions. The SPR was particularly scathing,
calling them “irresponsible, unauthenticated, unverifiable…anonymous hearsay,” observing
that the evidence was “so bad that it did not seem to warrant further investigation.”92 On
the other end of this spectrum were those, like one frequent correspondent of Light, who
professed to having found great comfort in the prophecies’ “composite picture” and
believed in 1916 that they were in the process of fulfilment.93
As editor of Light, David Gow’s opinion seems to
have been mixed, acknowledging that prophecies were
of a “precarious nature” but believing that foresight was
possible.94 Prophecy was framed in terms similar to
predictions of world events by relevant authorities.
While the latter looked at external issues such as
politics, economics, and military matters, the prophet
was channelling an esoteric perspective. Light argued in
1914 and in 1916 that prophecies could be useful when
Figure 1.2. Cover art. Ralph Shirley's Prophecies
and Omens of the War.

they agreed with “the natural order of things.”95 This
reflects the social function that prophecy served in
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1914, which was to fill the fissure between the expectation of progress and the outbreak of
war. When conflict with Germany was possible but uncertain, it was something to be
avoided, but when war was declared, it was destiny.
Spiritualists struggled to make sense of the war in 1914 and were impacted by
nineteenth-century concepts of progress. Uncertainty created a demand for visions of
history that reaffirmed hopes for the future. In this context, German aggression served as a
symbol of an old world that could be extinguished, and the British call to arms was an
indication of the possibilities that lay ahead. As Kitchener’s citizen army was slaughtered
on the battlefield and victory remained elusive, the glorification of war was difficult to
sustain. Spiritualism’s rise in popularity reaffirmed the belief that a great new age was on
the horizon, providing comfort during the war’s darkest moments. The precedents set in
1914, allied with the spiritualist movement’s transformation during the remainder of the
war, shaped its interwar identity. The movement became committed to peace in order to
realize its lofty expectations and avoid a repetition of the terrors of modern war.
The Supreme Sacrifice
Before examining the remainder of the war it is necessary to assess the apparent rise of the
spiritualist movement since this was essential to its interwar identity. It is commonplace to
argue that spiritualism’s popularity increased because of the war, but Gerald O’Hara’s study
of a spiritualist society in York actually revealed a decline in new memberships during the
interwar period. Using the society’s minute books, he finds that it admitted 107 new full
members between 1908 and 1918, but only 35 over the next ten years. How representative
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this was of the national context is questionable.96 O’Hara finds it likely that membership
remained stable at around 60 from 1908 to 1928 since the society did see an increase in
membership during the war, and he suggests that membership was closely guarded since
applications did not significantly decrease in the 1920s. 97 The decline is also contrasted by
the dramatic increase in the number of spiritualist societies in Britain. According to the
SNU censuses, in 1913 there were 141 spiritualist societies belonging to the union. By 1922
this number rose to 332 and by 1938 there were 530 with a membership total of 13, 617
(see Figure 1.3). After including those churches and societies belonging to the rival Greater
World Christian Spiritualist League (GWCSL), there were 1,058 societies and 30,000
members, and this does not include unaffiliated organizations and home circles.98
Other statistics suggest a rise in interest in spiritualism on account of the war.99
Using the British Library Integrated Catalogue, Vanessa Chambers found that the number
Some societies clearly struggled during the war. For example, a SNU report on societies
in northern England noted that the mobilization of so many men within the working class
was thinning the ranks of the societies. As The Two Worlds reported, the six societies in
Northumberland and Shildon were suffering “from the depletion of their ranks through
enlistments and attendant causes.” See “News and Notes from the North,” The Two Worlds
29, no. 1475 (February 25, 1916): 91.
97 O’Hara, Dead Men’s Embers, 224-230, 300-303.
98 Membership numbers were not collected until 1928. By 1932 the number of members
had declined but without statistics from the prewar and onward, the relative significance of
this decrease is unknown (Nelson, Spiritualism and Society, 160-161, 285). The GWCSL was
founded in 1931 by Christian spiritualists after the SNU refused to acknowledge
Christianity as part of its mandate. See Jean Bassett, 100 Years of National Spiritualism
(London: The Spiritualist National Union, 1990), 39.
99 The high estimate of 240,000 spiritualists is an educated guess by Geoffrey Nelson. He
observes that a 1934 article in The Two Worlds identified 2,000 “properly constituted
Spiritualist Societies in Britain” with half of these affiliated with the SNU or GWCSL. He then
doubles the 30,000 spiritualists from official societies to 60,000 to accommodate nonconstituted churches. This number is then multiplied by four to include those who attended
churches, but who were not members of a society, resulting in an estimate of 240,000.
(Nelson, Spiritualism and Society, 161). Why Nelson choses a multiple of four however, is
not clear.
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of books and pamphlets with “spiritualism” in its title rose from 1 in 1914 to approximately
14 in 1918 and peaked at about 33 in 1920.100 A Google n-gram search reveals that the
number of books containing the word “spiritualism” rose in 1915, peaked in 1920 and
1921, and steadily declined to a low point in 1941 (see Figure 1.4).
There are reasons to suspect that demand for mediums also increased during the
war. In 1914, 70 London mediums advertised in the pages of Light. This figure increased
marginally to 77 in 1915, and 79 in 1916. The number of first-time adverts in 1915 was 36,
and 28 in 1916. However, there was a significant increase in the number of advertisements.
In 1914 Light posted approximately 1,531 advertisements for individual mediums, in 1915
that number rose to 1,640 and in 1916 to 1,978, a 29.19% increase from 1914.101 This
suggests that more mediums could consistently afford the 4 shillings for a standard oneinch advertisement. Despite the advertisements’ importance for revenue, they were
removed in 1917 out of concerns for spiritualism’s integrity and reputation.102 Spiritualists
such as Conan Doyle, feared endorsing fraudulent mediums who preyed on the bereaved,

Vanessa Ann Chambers, “Fighting Chance,” 110-111.
These numbers were collected by counting the weekly ads in each number of Light from
January 3, 1914 to December 30, 1916. Only the advertisements of individual mediums
were included. A few issues are missing from bound copies of Light and so these numbers
are only approximate.
102 Light introduced a fund for donations from readers to help cover the costs of lost
advertising revenue. The amount earned through all of 1918 was £306. See “Light
Sustentation Fund, 1919,” Light 39, no. 1984 (January 18, 1919): 19. The Two Worlds also
stopped accepting ads in March 1917 and started a similar fund. By the end of the year it
had earned just over £28, significantly lower than that of Light. This likely reflected the
demographics of its readership but it is worth noting that in 1915, the paper had raised
£898 to fund five fully equipped motor ambulances at the front. See “‘The Two Worlds’
(Advertisements Loss) Compensation Fund,” The Two Worlds 30, no. 1572 (December 28,
1917): 471, J.J. Morse, "The Spiritualist Motor Ambulance," The Two Worlds 29, no. 1475
(February 25, 1916): 92.
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and objected to the commercialization of spiritualism.103 The advertisements also suggest
that it was the middle and upper classes that were most interested in spiritualism. In 1916,
for example, the majority of London’s professional mediums were located in west London,
a notable number in Lambeth, and only two east of the City of London (see Figure 1.5).104
The increase in advertisements for mediumship also aligns with Chamber’s finding
that a fortune teller was three times more likely to be prosecuted between 1914 and 1918.
By charting the number of prosecutions published in The Times between 1849-1950,
Chambers found that before the war, the average annual number of prosecutions was 4.06,
but during the war, that number rose to 12.2.105 There is therefore compelling evidence to
suggest that spiritualism’s popularity did grow owing to the war, and that this growth
brought with it certain problems.

Lady Mosley, “Professional Mediumship,” Light 37, no. 1883 (February 10, 1917): 48,
“Professional Mediumship: Readers’ Opinions on the Question of Advertisements,” Light 37,
no. 1887 (March 10, 1917): 74. The overwhelming consensus from Light’s readers was to
cease the practice. Interestingly, some of spiritualism’s most recognizable and respected
early twentieth-century mediums advertised in Light, including Gladys Osborne Leonard,
Alfred Vout Peters, J.J. Vango, and Annie Brittain.
104 In 1916, 79 mediums advertised in Light. This sample was reduced to the 65 whose
addresses correspond to precise present-day locations in London. Of the 14 remaining
mediums, 5 were located outside of London (Kent, Edinburgh, Birmingham, Dorking and
Chorleywood) and 9 could not be identified on Google Maps. However, there is no reason to
suspect these would fundamentally alter the pattern observed in Figure 1.5, since 4 of
these latter mediums were located somewhere in Bayswater, 2 in Maida Vale, and 1 in
South Kensington. This leaves only 2 mediums in ambiguous locations.
105 Mediums could be prosecuted under the Witchcraft Act of 1735 or the Vagrancy Act of
1854, for fraudulent use of “witchcraft, sorcery, enchantment, or conjuration, or…the
telling of fortunes.” Quoted in Chambers, “Fighting Chance,” 100, 231-232.
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Year

1913
1915
1916
1919
1922
1923
1924
1925
1927
1928
1932
1933
1934
1935
1937
1938
1939
1940
1941
1942

# of
Churches/societies
Affiliated with the
SNU
141
145
158
309
332
346
371
396
393
419
465
480
496
501
511
530
485
361
313
353

SNU Membership

15,678
14,734
14,058
14,695
12,927
13,617
14,028
12,460
10, 250
11,250

Figure 1.3. SNU Affiliations and Memberships.

Figure 1.4. Google n-gram for "spiritualism" (blue) and “psychical research” (red) in British English books from 18502000.
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The advocacy of Arthur Conan Doyle and Oliver Lodge also increased spiritualism’s
public profile. Lodge’s 1916 book Raymond made the case for spiritualism through séance
communications allegedly from his son Raymond who was killed near Ypres on 14
September 1915. The book was a huge success, going through a dozen reprints by 1919. It
stimulated personal investigation and inspired a wave of war themed publications
reporting spirit communications from fallen soldiers.106 These included the sequel to
Raymond, Christopher, L Keleway Bamber’s Claude’s Book, and Wesley Tudor Pole’s Private
Dowding, among others. 107 New converts were eager to share the benefits of spiritualism
and spread the messages of the soldiers from beyond to a war weary nation. Others may
have been looking to profit from the demand.
Mediums used millennialist views of the war to comfort the bereaved and assure
them that their loved ones had not died in vain. Cataclysmic millennialism provided greater
meaning to the suffering of the living and the sacrifices of the dead. Ellen Mary Little, who
lost her son Rolf, was told in a séance in January 1918 that,
The war is a kind of sacrifice…it’s like the Christ sacrifice over again…instead
of the spirit coming into one body. It’s operating through thousands of
The author of Grenadier Rolf, Ellen Little, noted that she was inspired to try spiritualism
after reading Raymond and was introduced to Leonard and Peters through Oliver Lodge.
See Ellen Little (published anonymously), Grenadier Rolf (London: The Kingsley Press,
1920), 33. Lodge also provided the preface for Claude's Book. See L. Kelway-Bamber,
Claude’s Book (London: Psychic Book Club, 1919), ix-xi. Walter Wynn likewise listed Lodge
as an influence and corresponded with him on several occasions. See Wynn, Rupert Lives!,
22, 37-38, 153-154.
107 In addition to those already cited by Kelway-Bamber, Wynn, Little, and Duffie-Boylan,
see L. Kelway-Bamber, Claude’s Second Book (London: Metheun & Co., 1919), Olive
Charlotte Blyth Pixley, Listening in: A Record of a Singular Experience (London: Psychic
Bookshop and Library, 1928), Oliver Lodge, Christopher: A Study in Human Personality
(London: Cassel and Company, 1918), Wesley Tudor Pole, Private Dowding (London: John
M. Watkins, 1918), J.S.M. Ward, Gone West: Three Narratives of After-Death Experiences
(London: William Rider & Son, 1920) and the sequel, A Subaltern in Spirit Land: A Sequel to
'Gone West' (London: William Rider & Son, 1920).
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bodies—giving them powers to make again the supreme sacrifice. The spirit
that made the sacrifice of Jesus has helped these young men to make the
sacrifice.
The war was compared to Noah’s flood and the beginning of a new era. “God works in
different ways,” she was told, “He came in the flood, and there was no flood again. Then He
came in this war, but He won’t allow another war.”108 Little was so moved by the message
that she was convinced knowledge of the second coming needed to be shared with the
public.109 In Private Dowding, Wesley Tudor-Pole relayed messages he received through
automatic writing from a soldier that included millennial prophecies. The war was
described as ushering in Armageddon to be followed by spiritual rejuvenation.110

Figure 1.5. Geographical distribution of London's professional mediums, 1916.

Grenadier Rolf, 40. Copies of the original séance transcript can be found at the SPR
archives in Cambridge. (Helen Salter, “Sitting with Mrs. Leonard” January 17, 1918, Mrs.
Gladys Osborne Leonard Papers [hereafter Leonard Papers], CUL, MS SPR34/19/4, 15).
109 Ellen Little to Helen Salter, November 26, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/22/14.
110 Tudor Pole, Private Dowding, 91-109.
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Just as in 1914, war deaths were given sacrificial meaning within millennial visions
of a coming new age and the end of war. But how did the deaths of millions of young men
achieve this? In 1914, some spiritualists argued that this was to be realized through victory
against Germany, the last bastion of materialism in Europe. War would destroy maladaptive thoughts and bodies but not the spirit, leaving behind a society capable of
achieving progress. One medium trance-lectured to a group of spiritualists in 1914 that
death in war was a beautiful “remission of sin”:
War is the sole means to rid the earth of such a generation rooted in iniquity
and hide-bound by misconceptions. …these derelicts of a false
civilisation…and misapplied sciences are, through the dread disciplines of
disaster, destruction and death, purged of their ignoble natures, leaving all
that is still noble and worthy of preservation to survive the suffering… the
dissolution of the body. Thus purified in the fiery crucible of Supreme Justice,
the regenerated and emancipated spirits starts on the upward path, and with
enlightened eyes and softened heart becomes the angel guardian of his loved
ones still struggling on the earth-plane. Had he died…with all his wickedness
unpurged…he would have sunk to the lowest spheres of the nether-worlds
and ages of slow and painful expiation would be needed to bring him to the
point attained by a death inspired by nobility of motive and self-sacrifice. 111
The war’s increasing casualty list, its personal toll, and the declining confidence in victory
seemed to have tempered these glorifications of death in war and the crusading mentality
against Germany. The pain of loss and the magnitude of the destruction encouraged
spiritualism’s more pacific tendencies, as spirits like Claude Kelway-Bamber spoke of
helping not just allied soldiers transition to the other side but also Germans.112
The séance’s popularity during the war fuelled hopes within the spiritualist
movement of a coming new spiritual age in a different manner than in 1914. The medium
Mrs. T.P. Hands summarized this view in May 1917:
111
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We in the Sprit World can see very clearly that this war…is the beginning of
the end of materialism. The hard, stony crust of materialism is already
cracked, and soon will split asunder. Then will come the awakening, and in
the awakening the presence in the Spirit World of so many who have been
suddenly taken from the earth life will play a large part. The fact that so
many families have been compelled to part with their loved ones will help
very greatly to lift the people out of materialism…Every son, husband,
brother and sweetheart brought into spirit life means another link between
your world and ours, and almost every home now has a link in our world. It is
sometimes necessary that at least one should be taken from your
surroundings to link your home with this world. Until such a link is formed,
many homes completely ignore the existence of a Spirit World. And seeing
the work to be done in the cause of Truth, shall it be said that these heroes of
the war have ‘died’ for nought? 113
Mediums and spiritualists contended that the soldiers had sacrificed themselves to reveal
to the world the truths of spiritualism. As Rolf’s spirit told his mother, young men were
offered as the sacrifice because their deaths were so tragic as to necessitate a search for
meaning. If God had chosen the sick and elderly, there would be no “incentive… to find
them, to reach them.” 114 The second coming of Christ was the thinning of the veil between
the spiritual and physical worlds that was being achieved in séance rooms across the
country, and which was initiated by the tragic death of so many young men. It was this view
that emerged as the predominant spiritualist explanation for the war and its most public
advocate was Arthur Conan Doyle.
Conan Doyle and the Spiritual Harvest
Arthur Conan Doyle’s conversion to spiritualism was not a sudden transformation from a
materialist worldview. He had engaged in spiritualism and psychical research prior to 1914
but the war was the catalyst that led to his public conversion. Too much emphasis can be
Mrs. T.P. Hands, “Observations on the War form the Spirit World,” The Two Worlds 30,
no. 1547 (July 6, 1917): 213.
114 Little, Grenadier Rolf, 159-160.
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placed upon his own personal losses. It is true that two of his nephews were killed in the
war, and his son Kingsley and his brother died of influenza in 1918 and 1919 respectively.
However, he had already declared himself a spiritualist in 1916.115 And yet, Conan Doyle
stated that if it were not for the war he would have remained a sympathetic but only
occasional student of the subject.116 It was his need to find some sort of meaning behind the
slaughter that led him to spiritualism. The death of so many youth and the agony of
grieving mothers unaware of the fate of their sons made him realize the gravity of the
messages from beyond. This was “a call of hope and of guidance in the human race at the
time of its deepest affliction,” he explained.117 He decided to devote himself to a spiritualist
mission and delivered lectures to much fanfare across the United Kingdom, Canada,
Australia and the United States throughout the 1920s.118
Spiritualism allowed Conan Doyle to believe in a purposeful universe and the
survival of personality as if it were a fact of science. Like other spiritualists, he expressed
his conviction through evidence rather than faith, which he derided as a “dark age”
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mentality.119 The evidence in favour of spiritualism was so strong, he argued, that it was
time to move from a period of “investigation” to one of “religious construction”—to use
psychical research to uncover spiritual law and to answer existential questions relevant to
humanity’s fate.120 Spiritualism was not just scientific but also religious, confirming old
revelations such as the existence of a soul, heaven, and purgatory, as well as the dangers of
sin. It provided corrections and additions such as the possibility of communication, the
evolution of the soul, and the similarities between the world of the living with the world of
the spirits. He argued that spiritualism was compatible with all religions in addition to
science and that its only philosophical victim was materialism. Spiritualism was “the great
unifying force” since it could end religious conflict and unite science and spirituality.121
Conan Doyle’s scientific language, his Christian spiritualism, and his belief that
psychic and spiritualist phenomena were the core of all religions were not unique. What
was original in his approach was that, rather than representing an awkward appendage to
decades of spiritualist thought, war was integral to his spiritualist eschatology. 122 The
suffering left in its wake, not the defeat of Germany, was essential to the unfolding of
human history towards its divine ends. The war necessitated an introspection of the soul
that would lead humanity towards what he believed was “the greatest religious event since
the death of Christ.”123 According to Conan Doyle, “A future spiritual harvest,” would
“surely rise from the days in which we live” since “the seeds of truth” are planted when the
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“human soul is ploughed and harrowed by suffering.”124 Within the séance, the spirits were
delivering a “vital message” capable of revealing the purpose of the Great War that, if
heeded, would redeem their sacrifice.
Like his fictional creation, Sherlock Holmes, Conan Doyle used deduction to arrive at
this conclusion. “We, who have borne the pains, shall also learn the lesson which they were
intended to convey,” he stated, and he asked rhetorically, “if we do not learn it and proclaim
it, then when can it ever be learned and proclaimed”? If the experiences of the war could
not affect radical changes to the soul, progress was impossible, “since there can never again
be such a spiritual ploughing and harrowing and preparation for the seed.” Since
spiritualism was a proven fact, the purposeless laws of materialism did not govern the
universe. The war was not random but a unique event meant to “shake mankind loose”
from trivial material obsessions, such as militarism and religious conflict, and push
progress forward.125
The newfound publicity surrounding spiritualism created the impression that the
spiritual harvest was occurring. Conan Doyle and others were confident that spiritualism
offered the solution to the bereaved, which could not be replicated by other religions, and
certainly not materialism. It was also clear that the slain were actively attempting to get in
touch with those they left behind. Ignoring them was akin to letting them die again, making
communication via the séance a moral imperative. Claude’s spirit told his mother that too
many soldiers awoke on the other side to discover their loved ones had denied spiritualism
or refused to see a medium: “Do you know, I often bring men home to see you who are not
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in touch with their own people, to prove to them that some at least on earth realize we are
still ‘living.’”126 Similarly, Raymond communicated:
…with me through you, [we] can break away the dam…For
God’s sake father do it. Because if only you knew, and could
only see what I see: …the boys on our side shut out, you would
throw the whole strength of yourself into this work. …from
[my] death, which is only one of thousands…the work which [I]
enlisted for…By passing away, many hundreds will benefit.127
According to Raymond’s spirit, he had sacrificed himself so that Oliver Lodge could help
unite the dead with the living.
Spiritualists drew upon those past prophecies that predicted a coming war in this
manner. Introducing Conan Doyle’s The New Revelation was the prophecy of the British
medium Eleanor Piper, allegedly delivered at the end of the nineteenth century:
Before the clear revelation of spirit communication there will
be a terrible war in different parts of the world. The entire
world must be purified and cleansed before mortal [sic] can
see, through his spiritual vision, his friends on this side and it
will take just this line of action to bring about a state of
perfection.128
Early hopes that the war would usher in a new age and end materialism had not been
shattered by attrition but reinterpreted. The soldiers’ deaths initiated a wave of spiritualist
phenomena and conversions that some believed had the potential to unify the world’s
philosophical systems and end both intellectual as well as physical conflict. The message
that spiritualists received leading into the 1920s was that the war had served a devastating
but significant purpose. But it was also something that could not be repeated.
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“False Dawns”: Spiritualism in the 1920s
If spiritualism’s rise in the interwar period is only a myth, it was certainly one spiritualist’s
believed or at the very least perpetuated. Numerous societies boasted about membership
numbers in the early 1920s.129 Gow proclaimed in January 1920, that before the war,
“Spiritualism was little more than a matter of hearsay and vague rumour,” but had since
become socially significant. He claimed that the SNU had a membership of 30,000, 1,500 of
which belonged to the LSA.130 In 1923 he asserted that Light’s subscriptions had more than
doubled over the previous year.131 The Manchester Central National Spiritualist Church
claimed to have 5,000 members and 20,000 “sympathizers.”132 Mary A. Stair, the Honorary
Secretary of the Fund of Benevolence (a fundraiser for the SNU) believed there were
500,000 spiritualists in the United Kingdom.133 A recurring issue for the LSA and British
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spiritualism in general in the early-1920s was the expansion of infrastructure to
accommodate the growth in interest since the war.134
Spiritualists were not the only ones who observed that the movement was growing.
The Anglican Church officially responded to spiritualism in 1920 after public pressure.135
In 1936, it launched an official committee to investigate spiritualism’s relationship with the
Church. The conclusions were mixed but seven out of the ten members agreed that there
were probably cases where communications came from discarnate spirits and that
“representatives of the Church should keep in touch with groups of intelligent persons who
believe in Spiritualism.”136 Some religious scholars have argued that the church reformed
some of its doctrine during the interwar period in response to those abandoning the pews
for séances. The Anglican Church was certainly ill equipped to deal with the war. The
spiritualist Mabel St. Clair Stobart noted that The Book of Common Prayer (which went
unchanged between the seventeenth century and 1928) was joyless and pessimistic.
Doctrines such as original sin and eternal punishment were off-putting in times of war, and
the concept of the Communion of Saints was confusing. In 1914, it was not even customary
for Anglicans to give prayers to the dead.137 After the war however, while not downplaying
the importance of faith over demonstrable facts, Anglican concepts of the afterlife grew
more open to the idea that the spirit progressed and evolved. Heaven became more
Gow told The Quest that one of the biggest challenges facing British spiritualism in the
1920s was to meet the new demand (Gow, “Spiritualism,” The Quest, 254-257). In 1922,
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democratic. The Church likewise acknowledged spiritualism as a form of Communion with
the Saints.138 Spiritualism’s social influence also extended to the courts. According to
Chambers, there was an above average prosecution rate of fortune-tellers in 1921, 1924,
1927, 1928 and 1931.139 British spiritualism was not only projecting confidence, but was
also drawing backlash or accommodation from the state.
Spiritualists saw in the rising popularity of the movement what they believed to be
the realization of the promised spiritual age. The psychical researcher Stanley De Brath
observed, “A general impression prevails that we stand on the threshold of a new order of
things. Some deduce this from spiritual assurances that it is so; some from Biblical
prophecy…some again, from the general movement of public opinion and a vague feeling
that such a cataclysm as the world-war must necessarily be a new point of departure.”140 In
an editorial in May 1919, The Two Worlds referred to spiritualism’s newfound popularity as
a “flood, bearing away on its rushing tide a materialistic science and outworn
philosophy…the resistless flood rolls on across the world of an awakening humanity.”141
Social unrest in Britain during demobilization and reconstruction challenged these hopes
almost immediately. In 1919, soldiers rioted in Kinmel, race riots broke across Britain,
police went on strike, and guerrilla warfare continued in Ireland.142 Light dismissed these
incidents as “the growing pains of progress,” in which a new state of affairs had resulted in
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a reactionary current that concealed the long-term trend.143 At the beginning of 1920, the
journal was prepared to write materialism’s obituary and believed that “the great wave of
psychic activity” was foreshadowing “the dawn of a new age.”144 1920 was proclaimed to
be “a year of spiritual awakening.”145 The Two Worlds noted the “wave of crimes of violence
and lack of moral restraint” across the country that the war had created, but there was also
optimism that “the horrors of the past have surely awakened us.” Spiritualists were called
upon to move forward with determination and create a world “as good a heaven as any
other.”146
A sense of impatience with progress is evident as early as 1921. As Oliver Lodge
noted, continued political, social, and intellectual conflict had given the impression that the
spiritual revolution was moving too slowly. He informed spiritualists that such was the
nature of progress, which was too comprehensive to occur quickly. He still foresaw a
brighter future forged by a spiritualist revival. 147 “We live in important times,” he wrote to
Arthur Conan Doyle in 1922, “and there is evidently a serious effort being made by higher
powers to bring about a better state of things and to reconcile and regenerate the nations.
The operation will be slow, but I think sure.”148 The Two Worlds reminded readers that,
contrary to the traditional religious ideal that divine revelation was “final, unalterable and
infallible,” it was in reality “one of growth and evolution” which needed to be constructed
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carefully through the imperfect means of mediumship.149 In the early 1920s the hopes of
various millenarian prophecies were not extinguished but events were starting to
necessitate a renegotiation of the terms by which progress would be achieved.
It was not until 1923 that spiritualists were seriously conflicted by reality.
Spiritualists were far from the only group who had expected something from their personal
investment in the war, and any illusions they harboured of ethnic, class or religious unity
were quickly challenged by the war’s repercussions. By 1923, the atheist Bolsheviks had
proved victorious in a bloody civil war, Fascists had taken power in Italy, Germany was
experiencing social and economic crises in the face of hyperinflation and Britain was
divided by civil war in Ireland. Intellectually, Einstein and Heisenberg had initiated what
Thomas Kuhn has referred to as a “paradigm shift,” which cast nineteenth-century physics
as outdated.150 In May 1919, Arthur Stanley Eddington provided one the first experimental
confirmations of relativity and Einstein’s theories became popular in English culture. 151
Spiritualist science, which relied on the ether, could no longer find connections with
cutting-edge physics. Meanwhile, cataclysmic millennial concepts of the war were difficult
to sustain. In September 1923 Light criticized as sensational the “weird” prophesies and
occult apocalyptic theories that had greeted the war, and lamented how easily spiritualism
could become the “hunting grounds of many superstitious fancies.” Readers were advised
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to avoid the temptation of miraculous intervention. “There are no short cuts to the
Millennium,” the journal stated.152 Cataclysmic millennialism was a foolish dream.
J.G. Piddington’s study on pre-war prophecies in the SPR’s Proceedings
demonstrates the attempts in the early 1920s to temper expectations and rewrite the past
(and future) in relation to the present. Piddington based his exhaustive study on 3,000
automatic writing scripts produced by six spiritualists. Most of these had been written
prior to the outbreak of the war. The study used cross correspondence, by sharing separate
spiritualist messages amongst a community of psychical researchers to identify
commonalities. If there were any similarities that could not be accounted for by chance, it
indicated the possibility of an external communicator.153
Piddington observed that the mediums in question had prophesied a coming war
followed by utopia. For example, on 1 December 1913 the medium Mrs. King received the
message that “Let not your heart be troubled. Out of great tribulation cometh great peace,
for when the waters have been troubled an angel stilleth them.” And on 25 April 1914 she
heard, “This cry…is the cry of the world now, it is the dark moment before the new light.”154
Piddington did not believe this necessarily warranted a supernormal source, since others
had predicted a war through normal means.155 Instead, their value needed to be judged
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according to their outcomes. This was because a realized utopia was so improbable, that
one could not predict this future by chance. “The history of mankind is largely a history of
wars,” Piddington observed, “but the history of mankind contains no instance of the
realization of a Utopia.”156 If they proved inaccurate, it suggested that spiritualist beings
had not foreseen the future. “If in the time to come the world shows no improvement,” he
concluded, or “only some moderate degree of improvement,” then “the forecast is false.”157
Piddington objected to the idea that the prophecies were referring to a gradual
evolution of progress since it was clear that they predicted an immediate transformation.
As he argued, “nothing short of a very thorough-going and lasting change for the better in
international and social conditions could be held to fulfill them.” 158 Oliver Lodge described
the prophecies uncovered by Piddington as “hopeful…in what seems to me a striking and
encouraging manner.”159 As a member of the Fabian Society, this suggests that Lodge found
it possible that their vision could be realized through gradual progress. Either way, by 1923
spiritualists were forced to confront the possibility that the millennial prophecies of the
war might not be realized.
Spiritualists’ responses to these “false dawns” varied but there was optimism about
ending war. In January 1924, Conan Doyle stated that “I think that we spiritualists can face
the future with great hope and joy. In the chequered career of the movement there have
been several false dawns. But this seems to me to be permanent.”160 Months earlier, at an
Piddington, “Forecasts in Scripts Concerning the War,” PSPR, 603.
Ibid., 597-98.
158 Ibid., 597-605.
159 Oliver Lodge to Arthur Conan Doyle, September 26, 1922, Lodge Papers, CUL, MS
SPR35/429.
160 ”Special New Year Messages to Our Readers,” Two Worlds, 37, no. 1886 (January 4,
1924): 1.
156
157

86
Armistice Day ceremony, he and other spiritualists leaders called upon spiritualists to
support the League of Nations161 In this effort, they joined the political idealism and the
pacifist movement in Britain that had grown confident in the League of Nation’s ability to
disarm nations and deter threats without force.162 The League of Nations Union (LNU),
which advocated for disarmament and international peace, had a membership of over
400,000 in 1931.163 One of its founding members, Gilbert Murray, advocated that the
League of Nations could create an international order of national co-operation in which
armies and navies would gradually become obsolete.164 Murray was also interested in
psychical research, and conducted his own personal experiments with telepathy.165
Other members of the LNU advocated for a spiritual basis upon which to bring peace
to Europe, including Lord Robert Cecil. As Helen McCarthy argues, after the Great War, “a
large section of religious opinion widened the search for salvation to the international
sphere, where it came to pin its hopes upon the League as a unifying cause for believers of
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all denominations and sects.”166 Spiritualists were one such body that hoped to realize its
spiritual aims through politics. The spiritualist belief in a “Brotherhood of Man” was one of
the seven principles first adopted by Emma Hardinge Britten in the late nineteenth century
and it was included in the SNU’s new, although controversial, constitution by George F.
Berry in 1921. The proclamation that all of humanity was of the same brotherhood,
regardless of race or creed, was not in itself pacifist, as the case of the Great War
demonstrates. However, the “Brotherhood of Man” was often used as the justification for
the abolition of war, and the constitution was part of an effort to organize and unite
spiritualists as a more influential body.167
Prevention of war instead of the expectation of peace became an important aspect of
spiritualism, and pacifism intensified in the movement in the 1920s. An example of this was
a series of articles by the spiritualist and psychical researcher, Stanley de Brath in 1922. De
Brath argued that peace would not be achieved through divine intervention but only
through the efforts of humanity. The old religions had failed to prevent war because they
had placed too much emphasis on an intervening God and failed to accept the universal
spiritual laws of evolution and progress. Spiritualism was concerned with understanding
and working with these laws. He reminded readers of the horrors that modern war had
produced between 1914 and 1918 and warned that current technological advancements
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would make further conflict even more barbaric.168 Combining the two terrors of the Great
War, de Brath imagined planes dropping bombs of poisonous gas on London, a plot device
featured in books such as The Black Death, The Poison War and Invasion from the Air.169
Spiritualists like De Brath were not content with assuming that war would simply end, and
called upon spiritualists to be more active in pacifist unions and to support the League of
Nations as the best opportunity to realize spiritualists’ goals on a political level.170
Although cataclysmic millennialism gave way to acceptance of a gradual form of
progress, others were more pessimistic. Between 1922 and 1926, Conan Doyle received
prophecies from Oliver Lodge and his wife’s mediumship of coming natural and world
disasters.171 Prophets included the spirits of his son Kingsley, Raymond Lodge, and a spirit
control known as “Pheneas.” These spirits foresaw major earthquakes that sent Italy into
the Mediterranean and natural disasters that caused “Europe-wide” or possibly “worldwide havoc.”172 In a posthumously published article, Conan Doyle argued that social unrest
and revolutions would engulf the world after a series of natural disasters, and end with
humanity’s extinction. The destruction of civilization would bring about “a complete
rending of the veil” bringing the spirit face to face with matter. Only those who “were
working with the spiritual” would be elected to pass over before the veil was closed. The
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entire history of spiritualism, he reasoned, showed that it had been intended to prepare
humanity for this final revelation.173
This was far less optimistic than what Conan Doyle had claimed between 1916 and
1924. The shift in attitude reflected not only the continued political and social turbulence in
Europe, but also the public exposures of the spirit photographer Ada Deane in November
1924. As will be seen in Chapter Five, accusations that she was fraudulent were devastating
to spiritualism’s public image, as well as Conan Doyle’s utopian dreams. As one of his
biographers noted, one consistent belief in Conan Doyle’s life was that the universe had a
pattern and meaning in which humanity played a part.174 The deaths of the Great War were
purposeful, and in the immediate aftermath of the war that purpose was to deliver to
humanity the new revelation that would unite science and religion and end conflict. When
this failed to materialize, he modified his vision of the future in a way that retained the
war’s purpose and meaning. In a 1922 letter to Sir Oliver Lodge he reiterated his conviction
that the object of spiritualism was “to warn the human race and that sooner or later it
should be done…We may get much direct signs that the warning will carry conviction.”175
Messages in Conan Doyle’s séances from the 1920s were filled with such warnings. In
March 1923, Pheneas was quoted as stating, “I fear the world is hopeless. Even after the
fearful war, humanity is no better.”176 The failure necessitated radical change in order that
“a new world be built up on real Christianity.” Since the Great War did not achieve this, only
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a complete apocalypse would suffice. In February 1926, Conan Doyle was instructed to “be
prepared” for a signal so that he could “pass the knowledge on and so save those who
should be saved,” and to “pray for all those who are about to perish in ignorance.”177 From
this point of view, the soldiers were prophets who had given those corrupted by
materialism a chance at redemption and resurrection. The millennium was now for a
worthy few—those who had responded to the vital message of spiritualism.
Prophecies of Peace: the 1930s
In the 1930s, developments such as the rise of Hitler, the Abyssinia crisis, the Spanish Civil
War, and the reoccupation of the Rhineland forced Britons to confront the possibility of
another conflict. By 1933 the League of Nations and the World Disarmament Conference
had failed. Spiritualists responded to the collapse of practical political solutions like many
other pacifists, with desperate pleas for peace.178 Although not uniform, for many
spiritualists in the 1930s, war could not be redeemed. In part this was driven by fear of
industrial war but also the need to ensure that the sacrifices of the Great War had not been
in vain. What was at stake was the conviction that the suffering of the past had meaning,
and that humanity was not regressing back into destruction. Despite the turmoil, Britons
weathered the storms and confidence in continued peace, aligned with a notion of history
as purposeful and progressive, set the stage for the no war predictions of 1939.
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The disillusionment narrative that has been a dominant myth of the First World War
gained significant traction during the “war book boom” of 1929. That year saw the
publication of Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of A Fox Hunting Man and Robert Graves’
Goodbye to All That. As Janet Watson has shown, the tales recounted in these books were
more reflective of the late 1920s than the war experience themselves. Graves’ writings, for
example, disagree with his opinions and attitudes expressed during the war, and they fit a
narrative that was acceptable only in the late 1920s once the lofty ideals of the Great War
had failed to materialize.179 This trend is evident in the spiritualist movement as well. In
1933 George F. Berry questioned the motivations of the politicians who had led Britain into
war. “Did they really have the welfare of the community at heart,” he asked, “and would any
similar sacrifice in the near or distant future accomplish results which the statesmen
assure us we fought for 15 years ago?”180 In 1914, Berry greeted war as part of a cycle of
destruction and rejuvenation. His change of perspective must be viewed as a consequence
of failed expectations in the intervening period. Similarly, in 1936, the Scottish poet and
spiritualist, Charles Richard Cammell remembered a world in ruins in the 1920s, not one
on the brink of spiritual revival. “Disastrous as was the physical condition in which
mankind found itself,” he stated, “the spiritual condition was yet worse.”181
Disillusionment was not the prime narrative of spiritualists in the 1930s. Many still
maintained faith that past sacrifices were worth while. During a Manchester Armistice Day
ceremony in 1930, the spiritualist J. Cuming Walters expressed his reasons for optimism,
stating “our belief is fortified this day as we reflect that when a terrible war exacted a toll of
J.S.K. Watson, Fighting Different Wars, 219-231.
“Spiritualism and the Crisis,” The Two Worlds 46, no. 2401 (December 1, 1933): 926.
181 C.R. Cammell, “Peril Which Threatens Humanity: Spiritual Revival the Only Way to
Salvation,” Light 46, no. 2877 (February 27, 1936): 129-131.
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millions of glorious lives, every logical instinct with which we have been endowed cried out
that the sacrifice would not be in vain.” This was because the law of progress was real,
attested to by multitudes of spirits, including those who had passed on in the Great War.
“No matter what shattering forces may be at work,” he explained, “restitution is all part of
one vast plan founded upon the eternal principle of progress.” Foreshadowing the crisis of
1939, he pointed out that if this were not the case then the faith of spiritualists would
become a “mockery” and would have all been in “jest.” He could not fathom that the death
of millions of young men served no purpose.182 Despite the turbulence of the 1930s,
spiritualists retained faith. The medium Horace Leaf believed that “Nationalism, [is]
perhaps in its final struggle for survival.” As long as the world embraced spiritualist
principles “we shall be on the way to Utopia.”183
As others have observed, the war books boom and the international threats of the
1930s transformed public commemoration of the war into “an object lesson in peace.”184
Cammell’s cynicism about the war’s memory was used to highlight the stakes of another
conflict. He asked rhetorically “was all this…measureless sum of progress
achieved…for…self-destruction?” Rejecting this notion, he explained that life was
constantly evolving “towards higher planes of mind and ultimately spirit.” He concluded
with the reassurance that “a vision of Utopia” was not just “a poet’s dream” but the limitless
potential of the spirit. 185 In this context, the ghosts of the Great War served as a means of
reminding the British people of the cost and meaning of the sacrifice. In 1933, the
J. Cumin Walters, “Spiritualism and War,” The Two Worlds 43, no. 2243 (November 21,
1930): 472-3.
183 Horace Leaf, “Spiritualism and World Federation,” The Two Worlds 47, no. 2411
(February 9, 1934): 91.
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Manchester Central Spiritualist Church held an Armistice Day ceremony in which the
keynote address was given by a soldier’s spirit:
I was one of those who trod the mud of Flanders…The clouds of war and
suspicion are gathering all around you, and there is a vast host of us who are
afraid that the peace we died for is not a lasting one. War is futile and it is
blasphemy to associate the name of God with it. We urge you to pray that all
men will realize its futility.186
This spirit proposed hosting the World Disarmament Conference in the cemeteries of
Flanders to remind the nations of the “terrors of war.” As in Abel Gance’s 1937 remake of
the film J’Accuse, the ghosts of the dead were reminding the living of their sacrifice.187
Desperation took hold within spiritualist circles, and British society in general, as
another war seemed imminent. Some did attempt to rouse the movement to action. A
reader of The Two Worlds wanted to organize a “Spiritualist Anti-War League” in 1933.188
One frequent correspondent, identified only by the pseudonym “Observer,” called
spiritualists to make a firm commitment for peace in the event that war did erupt. “What
line of action would you, as a Spiritualist, maintain, supposing war were declared tomorrow,” he asked?189 For one respondent, the future of the movement was tied to its
stance on war: if it could not commit to pacifism now it would not survive another
conflict.190 In a reversal of 1914, spiritualists now subscribed to a philosophy in which
pacifism was the adaptation necessary for spiritual survival.191 As Cammell noted, “If war
“A Spirit on Disarmament: The Conferences Should meet in Flanders,” The Two Worlds
46, no. 2399 (November 17, 1939): 891.
187 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, 17.
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ever had its uses, that day is gone.”192 It was becoming increasingly difficult for spiritualists
to reconcile progress with warfare.
Nevertheless, some managed to subscribe to cataclysmic millennialism.
At an Armistice Day ceremony in 1933, the popular trance-lecturer L.A. Meurig-Morris, and
her control “Power,” believed that another war was possible but that it would be so
destructive as to bring forth the apocalypse.193 “It would be the last great event that we in
this world would understand as war,” she explained, leading to a “rending of the veil…after
which war would have completely passed away from the earth and the human spirit
achieved its liberation.”194 This was similar to Conan Doyle’s visions of the apocalypse, but
most spiritualists it seems, had since rejected the idea.195 In fact, Meurig-Morris (or
“Power”) thought this scenario was unlikely. The Great War “had done its work in
preparing the way for a final world peace.” Had it not been for that war, it was argued,
something much worse must have occurred in its place. Instead, the sacrifice of Britain’s
men and the suffering of their families led to a spiritualist revival that “opened the doors
for spiritual forces to manifest in a greater measure.” The war had made heaven on earth a
possibility, and so “the sacrifices made had not been in vain.”196 Meurig-Morris was
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optimistic a year later that humanity would continue to progress, eliminate materialism,
and unite science and religion.197
This optimism, as well as the no-war prophecies of 1939, must be viewed
considering the obvious terror that the possibility of war generated. The Great War had
introduced Britons to the destructive power of industrial warfare, including the prospects
of aerial bombardment, a fear exacerbated by the bombing of Guernica in 1937.198 This
anxiety was reflected in Cummins’ predictions. As one prophecy stated, “put the idea of
bombs dropping on…England out of your head. It is not going to happen.” Spiritualism was
meant to be a comforting philosophy, and Gibbes published Cummins’ work on foresight to
“give reassurance as regards the possibility of war.”199 In the language of spiritualism, these
hopes of safety were justified by the doctrine of progress, and in light of events of the Great
War, that progress had no place for further military conflict. The memory of the war from
the perspective of the 1930s indicates why spiritualists so intently prophesied peace.
Geraldine Cummins personal history is also revealing. She was the fifth daughter of
Jane and Dr. Ashley Cummins, a physician and Professor of Medicine at National University
in Ireland. She began her career as a playwright and became interested in spiritualism
during the Great War after psychic experiences related to the deaths of two of her brothers
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in combat.200 It was around this time that she first experimented with a Ouija board at the
home of the medium Hester Dowden.201 Her status rose within the spiritualist ranks with a
series of books called The Scripts of Cleophas, reported to be from St. Paul and other
Apostles, which were meant to facilitate a restructuring of Christianity. Two other books in
the 1930s, The Road to Immortality and Beyond Human Personality, were presented as
additions to Frederic Myers’ life work as received through automatic writing. Cummins
received the support of Oliver Lodge when he noticed that the content of these scripts was
similar to conversations he had had with Myers before his death.202
Building upon a spiritualist concept of consciousness, in which the soul evolves to
higher states of awareness, Cummins proposed that the entire order and purpose of the
universe came into view as the soul progressed in the spirit world.203 This gradually
unveiled the “Great Memory,” which was “the subconscious mind of the whole race.” This
subconscious contained within it all that was, is, and will be, and human history from
beginning to end existed on the ether according to the “imagination of God.” Future events
had already happened, but humanity was not conscious of them, since living beings existed
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in a limited earthly consciousness.204 This was a common argument made by spiritualists
and occultists who attempted to understand prevision. The division of time into past,
present, and future was a construction of humanity’s limited physical senses; spirits could
see further on this plane and reveal the future
Cummins had subscribed to a spiritualist doctrine favorable for prophecy at a time
when pacifism had overtaken the movement. As one who personally experienced loss in
the Great War, she had further incentive to desire peace. Given the volatile nature of the
inter-war period, one might wonder what role another war could play in the unfolding of
progress. Messages glorifying soldiers’ deaths as part of materialism’s destruction, or a
great war as a sacrifice to usher in a spiritualist revival could not be delivered with the
same honest expectations and hopes in 1939 as they had in previous decades. According to
George Lethem, the editor of Light in 1939, the “universal fear of war” present in Europe
“was the great factor swaying the pendulum towards peace” and was a “truer indication of
what the future holds.” Governments and the people of the world “have a war memory,” he
explained, which served as “a great corrective…We are too near to the misery and suffering
of the last war to engage lightly and casually in another.”205 The sacrifice of the soldiers had
at least conditioned humanity to view war as something to be avoided at all costs. The
war’s destructive legacy was logically a force for peace and when Cummins looked into that
“Great Memory” she saw the horrors of war in the past and could not conceive of another
war on the horizon.
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The ghosts of the Great War could serve as a warning. Claire Sheridan was
introduced to spiritualism after her husband was killed in the Great War.206 Months before
the Second World War erupted, she related an experience at a church in London where she
encountered the spirits of soldiers killed in France. They had instructed her to send the
following message:
Our UNITED Spirit of Sacrifice forms a MASS MOVEMENT of great force,
bringing pressure to bear upon the earth. People must know, must
understand, that war is useless. …Tell them, TELL THEM, TELL THEM!
“Yes, I’ll tell them,” she responded, “but WILL THEY LISTEN?’207 The soldiers’ sacrifice, as
well as progress, was threatened by the possibility of another great war. Given the haunting
memory of the previous conflict, an unrelenting faith in progress, and the significance of a
purposeful universe, it is not surprising that mediums were so assured of peace in the late
1930s. Leading up to 1939, war was both undesirable and unfathomable.
Conclusion
Scholars have observed that once the no-war prophecies of 1939 were proven false, a
decline in spiritualism followed.208 In 1941, the number of spiritualist societies and
churches affiliated with the SNU decreased by 172 and the number of members, by
3,778.209 One should not place too much emphasis on the crisis of 1939, as war and the
subsequent Blitz disrupted life in Britain, including the operations of organized
spiritualism. The SNU did see a recovery in the 1950s but according to George Nelson,
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spiritualism did not witness the same surge of popularity that it had in the 1920s and
1930s. It would be a mistake to assume that spiritualists suddenly stopped believing and
abandoned the movement on account of the Second World War. 210 As this chapter has
demonstrated, beliefs are stubborn and malleable, and the immediate outbreak of war in
1939 was followed by some expressing hope that it could bring some benefits to the
movement’s numbers as in the previous conflict.211 Nelson also notes that many did
abandon their pacifist principles.212 This is hardly surprising given the unpopularity of
these views once Britain was subjected to the threat of Nazi invasion.213 The SNU officially
endorsed the war under the conviction that universal brotherhood required the protection
of smaller states from Hitler’s aggression.214 Pacifism was nevertheless more significant
than in 1914. When William Henry Evans once again penned a criticism of the British war
effort, it was met mostly with approval from readers, not criticism.215
The twentieth century spiritualist movement serves as a useful case study on how
the experience of the First World War shifted opinions towards war in general, and how
the conflict was remembered in light of a Second World War. In the interwar period, and
during the 1930s especially, utopian promises and spiritual revival were difficult to align
In fact, the SNU had more members in the early 1950s than at any other time since it
began keeping records. Since the GWCSL did not keep track of its numbers, it is unknown if
this was a matter of shifting allegiances or already existing churches becoming affiliated
with the SNU. The effects of the Second World War on spiritualism require further research
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with the realities of the time and some remembered the Great War more pessimistically.
But the sacred meaning of the war’s sacrifices survived. Until his death in 1930, Arthur
Conan Doyle was willing to acknowledge that the project to create a heaven on earth had
failed but was unwilling to accept that the sacrifices had been for naught. In his new
apocalyptic vision, those who properly honoured the purpose of the soldiers’ sacrifice
would be granted salvation. The persistence of military and social conflicts and the public
exposures of spiritualist mediums led him to close the veil, forever severing man and spirit.
Other spiritualists tempered their expectations by hoping that, if the Great War did not
create a utopia, it at least could render another major war impossible.
It is easy to dismiss spiritualist prophecies and activities between 1914 and 1939 as
outlandish given hindsight. In the 1930s, spiritualists began to look back on those moments
with apprehension as well, but historical distancing risks overshadowing those
characteristics that make spiritualists’ war experiences more mainstream. The conviction
that the war would usher in the end of materialism was not a conventional idea but the
belief that German militarism had to be defeated certainly was. From 1914 to 1939,
spiritualism was influenced by the pacifist movement in Britain and political idealism.216
The trope that the Great War was the war to end all wars was hardly unique to spiritualists,
but this connection helps account for spiritualism’s ambivalent place in the cultural
memory of the Great War. After the Second World War, the Holocaust, nuclear arms race,
and the Vietnam War, the “war to end all wars” appears as naïve as the belief that salvation
and revelation would come from the séance.
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Decades after the First World War, the former Baptist Missionary, John Bailey
Middlebrook, stumbled into a realization about his war experiences. “I have to confess,” he
began, “that, when some fifty years later, my grandson asked me how I could possibly have
been a fighting soldier when I was training for the Christian ministry, the arguments of
1915 offered to this lad of eight seemed to have lost much of their former cogency.”217
When Cyril Thomas Newman presented his wartime letters to his children, he had to
remind them that he was born in a different world, “where the Bible was the chief…and
religion and its observance were the chief concerns of daily life.”218 In the following
chapter, we will turn our attention to these soldiers who managed to find amongst the
carnage of trench warfare a spiritual world that has mostly vanished from our memories of
the Great War.
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Chapter Two
“The age of miracles is not past”: Numinous Experiences and Spiritualism
on the Great War’s Battlefields.
One night in the trenches near Vimy, Will “Bill” R. Bird heard a newly arrived private ask
his sergeant "where is the war—what is it?" The sergeant directed him to a firestep, and as
he looked over the parapet into no man’s land, he could see a corpse so rotted away that it
was impossible to tell if it was once a German or one of their own. The startled soldier
asked the sergeant how long he had been in the trenches. "Sixteen months," he responded.
"Sixteen months!" the private exclaimed, "I guess I don't need to worry yet. We've all got
the same chances don't we?" The private was then fatally struck in the head by a bullet. As
Bird explained, "the chance bullet had come from some distant point, skimming the bags,
missing the wire, and the burly sergeant, and dropping, with the trajectory of a spent
missile, just enough to strike the temple of the boy who had been two hours in the line."1
Apparently, nobody’s chances were the same on the Western Front. Bird was luckier than
this new recruit. He had served with the 42nd Battalion in the Canadian Expeditionary Force
(CEF) for two years despite seeing action in Passchendaele in 1917 and the Hundred Days
Offensive in 1918. By the end of the war, nearly all of his original comrades and his brother
had been killed. How did Will Bird manage to survive?
In his 1930 memoir, And We Go On, Bird addresses this question by recounting a
series of psychic and supernatural incidents. In 1916, his brother Steve was reported
missing and presumed killed. Before he left for overseas service, he informed Bill "if there's
anything I can do for you, let me know, and if I don't come back maybe I'll find a way to
come sometime and whisper in your ear." Steve’s ghost did more than whisper. In April
1
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1917, Bill arrived in Vimy from sick leave not long after the Canadian Corps had captured
the Ridge. While sleeping in a bivy with two other men, he was awoken around midnight
"by a tug at my arm." Looking above, he was stunned to see Steve. "I could see him plainly,"
he wrote, "see the mud on his puttees and knees. He jerked a thumb towards the ruined
houses and motioned for me to go there." By the time Bill emerged out of the bivy, Steve
was already ahead of him. He tried to keep pace, but the figure faded from view. Bill waited
for ten minutes, hoping that Steve would return, but when this failed to occur, he found the
nearest shelter and fell asleep. Later that morning he discovered that Steve had pulled him
away from certain death. A shell had exploded above the bivy, killing the other two soldiers
inside. "All that day I thought of how I had been saved," he recalled, "and I resolved that if
ever again I saw Steve I would do exactly as he motioned.”2 He continued to feel his
brother’s presence on the battlefield and he attributed his survival to this guidance.
In And We Go On, Will Bird considers the “psychic” condition of the soldier,
specifically a state in "which all natural explanations failed, and no supernatural
explanations were established."3 His ghostly encounter at Vimy is only one of several
abnormal incidents that he experienced in the war, but his use of the term "psychic" must
be viewed within context. It refers to the mystical as well as the psychological, reflecting an
age when the line between the two was blurred. Bird’s strange experiences are meant to be
viewed congruently with the war’s psychological effects. The battlefields revealed to him a
mysterious aspect of the human condition. As he explained,
Never on earth was there a like place where a man's support...was his faith in
some mighty Power...Unconsciously there were born faiths that carried men
through critical moments, and tortured minds grasped at fantasies that
2
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served in place of more solid creeds...It drew from even dulled and uncouth
natures a perception that was attributed to the mystic and supernal. Men
glimpsed, or thought they glimpsed, that grim crossroads we all must pass. It
was as if for them a voice had spoken, a hand beckoned them on.4
For Bird, the supernatural and mystical were part of what it meant to experience the war. It
was through this psychic condition that some within the BEF found the battlefields of the
Great War to be enchanted rather than profane.5 This reveals a broader range of responses
to a set of shared circumstances endured by soldiers, mainly those surrounding the
seemingly arbitrary nature of death and survival. In articulating these situations, some
turned to familiar religious beliefs or tested the boundaries between the natural and the
supernatural—between the psychological and the mystical.
In demonstrating this engagement with the numinous, this chapter takes two
approaches. First, it documents how the war revealed a higher order that lay beyond the
realm of everyday experience. 6 For some, this took the form of an occult knowledge unique
to the war’s conditions, and which was otherwise absurd in everyday life, while for others
it lay in psychic laws or the divine. The battlefield could be a curious world where the
Bird, And We Go On, 4.
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irrational was rational; it could act like a laboratory in which soldiers stumbled upon
psychic abilities, or it could be a supernatural landscape that resembled hell but brought
man closer to God’s revelation. Second, this chapter positions battlefield spiritualism
within this spectrum between superstition and religion. There were similarities between
superstitious, spiritualist, and religious experiences, and spiritualists in Britain were eager
to accept a host of psychic and supernatural tales from the front as evidence supporting
their own worldview. This supports Hazelgrove’s contention that one of spiritualism’s
strengths was its ability to coordinate various “animist ideas.”7 Spiritualism accommodated
and shared a broad range of beliefs and was not just a home front phenomenon.
“Rolling the Bones” on the Great War’s Battlefields
In February 1917, the trench newspaper of the 11th Infantry Brigade in the CEF, the Shell
Hole Advance told the story of how, “Miller, the brave guy,” and some men in his unit were
playing craps at the front, when "a shell came over and killed one of them. Miller…wanted
to keep on rolling the bones, but all the others...were too scared, so we had to quit."8 What
were the men in this story afraid of exactly? Was it their vulnerable position? Did they have
an irrational fear that the game of craps was determining the shells? Or is the author trying
to convey that the caprice of a shell was no different than the roll of a die? As with many
trench newspaper articles, it is difficult to separate fact from satire even as the piece
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captures something genuine about the soldier’s experience.9 At the front, soldiers were
confronted with situations where their survival was out of their control. A shell could fall
from the sky at a moment’s notice and kill some but leave others unscathed. In coming to
terms with the nature of death at the front, soldiers turned to explanations that ranged
from the rational, through the superstitious, to the supernatural.
The soldiers of the Great War lived and died underneath a rain of firepower. During
the Battle of the Somme, the British and German home fronts were producing
approximately 5 to 7 million shells a month each.10 British artillery supplies at the
beginning of the Third Battle of Ypres in the spring of 1917 were 4.2 million shells, and in
the two weeks leading to the battle, the Germans fired 870,000 of their own.11 Artillery and
mortar shells were the most lethal weapons of the war, responsible for nearly two thirds of
British Army casualties.12 This meant that war was depersonalized, with danger mostly
coming from a distance. Major offensives were the exception not the norm, and in between
the lulls in the fighting, each side used mortars, grenades, snipers and artillery to keep the
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enemy in their trenches. It was possible for a British soldier to spend his entire war
without ever seeing a German.13
For much of the war, the accuracy of these weapons was poor, and shellfire targeted
indiscriminately. Those on the receiving end relied on visual and audible cues, as well as
good luck, to try and anticipate where a shell would land.14 This combination meant that
near misses were common. Some noticed the irony of this randomness. During the Battle of
the Somme, Garnette Durham from Gloucester was serving with the Canadian Corps when
he was almost killed while moving ammunition to the front on a narrow path.15 As he came
across a 43rd Highlander, the latter moved out of the way and into the mud. "Just as he
did," Durham wrote, "a shell took him fairly between the shoulders." The Highlander's
decision to politely free the path had unexpectedly sealed his fate since "if he had not
moved out I must have done so and would have got that same one to myself."16 In August
1916, Arthur Jordens of the Saskatchewan Regiment witnessed another soldier get hit in
"the same place where I was standing a second before." Jordens dismissed the incident with
a joke. "But never mind," he wrote, "they say the first seven years are the worst; better
times afterward."17 Others thanked God. In the summer of 1918, Lance Corporal Talbot G.
Richard Holmes, Tommy: The British Soldier on the Western Front, 1914-1918 (London:
Harper Collins, 2004), 275.
14 Dennis Winter, Death’s Men: Soldiers of the Great War (London: Penguin Books, 1979),
81, 116, Alexander Watson, Enduring the Great War: Combat, Morale and Collapse in the
German and British Armies, 1914-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 87.
15 Garnet William Durham, CEF Personnel File, Library and Archives Canada [Hereafter
LAC]. Durham was born in Gloucester England, where his family still resided when he
enlisted in Canada.
16 Garnet W. Durham, "My Experiences in the War, 1914-1918: Being Extracts from Letters
Written by Me during the War and Returned to Me after the Armistice," n.d., Private Papers
of G.W. Durham, Documents.348, IWM, 94-95.
17 Arthur Jordens to his mother, 29 August 1916, Private Papers of A. Jordens, Documents
18920, IWM.
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Mohan was returning to the line from headquarters when he saw his comrades signaling to
duck and crawl. Once he arrived, he learnt that only moments before another man had
taken the exact same path and was shot by a sniper. In explaining his survival, this devout
soldier believed God had protected him.18
In these cases, Durham, Jordens, and Mohan could not anticipate the danger or
consciously control the outcome of the situation; they were all lucky. It was in this
environment that superstitions flourished. One of the most famous was the “three on a
match” rule. Possibly originating in the Boer War, this superstition had it that you would
never use the same match to light three cigarettes because that was all the time a sniper
needed to find his target and fire the fatal shot.19 There was nothing rational about this
ritual. As one private observed in 1916, “hundreds of times I have seen two cigarettes lit
up, and then the match solemnly blown out lest it should light the third; but if there are
four cigarettes to light there is no objection!”20 Bert Ferns with the 2/6th Battalion
Lancashire Fusiliers recalled that “nobody wanted to be the third member lighting” a
cigarette, and after the second, they would just “put the light out and move on and light
from another match.” Other superstitions in his battalion included refraining from wishing
anyone good luck “because we used to feel…we were putting the Hoodoo on them.”21

Talbot G Mohan, "My War Diary," December 1919, Private Papers of T.G. Mohan,
Documents.4804, IWM, 125.
19 Chambers, “Fighting Chance,” 45.
20 Quoted in Iona Opie and Moira Tatem, A Dictionary of Superstitions (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 208, 82.
21 Interview with Bert Fearns, recorded by Peter Barton, IWM Sound Archive 22737, 19961997.
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George Peake with 1/8th Lancashire Fusiliers remembered that
numerous soldiers refused to fill out page 13 of their wills.22
In addition to these superstitions, soldiers carried lucky
objects, including charms, trinkets, dolls, pieces of rubble and
jewellery.23 In November 1916, four months into the Battle of the
Somme, the journalist Michael MacDonagh commented on "the
enormously increased demand for...charms and amulets." These
included the "touchwood" or “fumsup” charms, which were a little
wooden figure with “odd sparkling eyes as if always on alert to avert
Figure 2.1. A "Fumsup"
charm. © IWM, EPH 7457.

danger,” and with metal legs and arms that could be “lifted to touch
the head." The designer claimed to have sold 1.5 million.24 Even

people could become lucky charms. If a soldier tended to experience more close calls than
others, some might find him to be naturally lucky. This was the case with James Storey
Wray from Durham who, while serving at Gallipoli and then on the Western Front, earned
the nickname “Lucky Jim” and “Lucky Durham.”25 Soldiers also gravitated towards
chaplains during a shelling under the impression that they were divinely protected.26
Interview with George Peake, recorded by Peter M. Hart, IWM Sound Archive 10648,
1989.
23 Interest in charms has been observed by scholars such as Paul Fussell, Joanne Bourke,
Michael Snape, Alexander Watson, and Vanessa Chambers. See Fussell, The Great War and
Modern Memory, 124-134, Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male: Men's Bodies, Britain and
the Great War (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996), 231–33, Snape, God and the
British Soldier, 35-38, Chambers, “Fighting Chance,” 35-61, and A. Watson, Enduring the
Great War, 92-100.
24 Michael MacDonagh, "The Wearing of Religious Emblems at the Front," The Occult Review
34, no. 5 (November 5, 1916): 266–74, quoted in Chambers, Fighting Chance, 41-42.
25 Interview with George James Storey Wray, recorded by Peter M. Hart, IWM Sound
Archive 9202, 1986.
26 Snape, God and the British Soldier, 37.
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Figure 2.2. A Bible believed to belong to John Dickinson. Hit by a bullet while in his breast pocket. © IWM, EPH 2024.

The idea that the sacred could offer protection even to the non-religious was
reflected in the popular use of Bibles. Reverend “Monty” Acland Bere noted the tendency of
soldiers to treat Bibles like “a bag of charms.”27 Men chose to carry them in their breast
pockets in hopes that they would help stop a bullet. Sometimes this occurred, but a metal
object would have been more practical.28 Catholicism’s association with the miraculous led
some Protestant soldiers to take their chances with Catholic emblems.29 A 1919 report

Montague Acland Bere, “Letters from an Army Chaplain in World War I,” ed. Rennie Bere
(his son), 1978, Private Papers of M.A. Bere, Documents.12105, IWM, 140.
28 A. Watson, Enduring the Great War, 97-98.
29 It has been argued that Catholicism was more popular on the battlefield than
Anglicanism since the former had more to offer in the way of rituals and sacraments. See
Madigan, Faith in the Fight, 167-168, and Snape, God and the British Soldier, 35.
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found that, "the carrying of medals, rosaries and the like, has become very general in the
Army, and is by no means confined to Catholics."30
An interest in religious symbols partially reflected the soldiers’ upbringing, since
Bible school was common amongst Edwardian youth.31 The possibility of sacred protection
was also mirrored in the environment of the Western Front, particularly the crucifixes that
peppered the French landscape and by sheer weight of numbers frequently remained intact
amongst the rubble. While travelling to the Somme in the spring of 1916, Gunner George
Smedley observed "Christ on the cross, at nearly every village we pass through."32 These
were unfamiliar sites for the predominantly Protestant citizen soldier of 1916 and beyond.
The most famous instance of this symbolic environment was the statue of the Virgin Mary
that dangled by a thread atop the Albert Cathedral, and as myth had it, would topple at the
end of the war. It greeted troops as they entered the Somme for the first time and became
something of a tourist attraction.33 Soldiers like Herbert Richard Butt of 102nd Canadian
Battalion made sketches in his diary and sent postcards of the site to his family back home
in England.34 The Rev. David Railton viewed these scenes as symbolic testaments of
Christianity's central truth. Despite the material destruction, Christ's sacrifice remained.
This report was based upon a questionnaire, with 60 Catholic chaplains responding. By
the end of the war there were 643 Catholic chaplains in the BEF, representing a sample size
of approximately 9.3% (however this does not account for turnover throughout the war).
See Charles Plater, Catholic Soldiers (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1919), 5-6, 24 and
Statistics of the Military Effort of the British Empire During the Great War: 1914-1920
(London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1922), 190.
31 See page 9 of this dissertation.
32 George Smedley, "The Diary of Gunner G. Smedley 66701," July 19, 1916, Private Papers
of G. Smedley, Documents.11745, IWM.
33 See Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, 131-135.
34 Herbert Richard Butt, “Diary of Private H.R. Butt,” Private Papers of H.R. Butt,
Documents.6771, IWM, i, 11-12. Butt was originally from Medstead, Hampshire but
emigrated to Canada in 1913.
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"Only...the official recognized outward seat of religion...is all of a heap," he explained, "the
Saviour is always there."35 God was speaking to Railton through the rubble of war.
Not everyone interpreted these incidents so seriously. Chaplains found damaged
Bibles amongst the dead that had failed to prevent bullets from piercing the flesh. Charms
did not stop people from dying and many soldiers surely recognized this.36 Nor did the use
of lucky objects necessarily indicate an endorsement of magic. That some were gifts or
souvenirs highlights their personal and sentimental value.37 The satirical impulse in the
BEF also took aim at superstition. The trench newspaper of the Canadian 7th Battalion, The
Listening Post included a piece about Private Freeman who went to a fortune teller while on
leave. The "gypsy" informed him that he was in love with two women but he would "only
marry one of 'em," once the war was over. "So you see," the author wrote, "it's worth 15
shillings to know you are shrapnel proof."38
Soldiers had reasons other than superstition to account for their survival.39 For one,
the weaponry really could be inaccurate. Walter Douglas Darling recognized this and
explained to his sweetheart that he did not fear machine guns because “from experience I

David Railton, December 7, 1916, Private Papers of Reverend D. Railton, CF,
Documents.4760, IWM, 21. Most of Railton’s letters can also be found in Michael Moynihan,
ed., God On Our Side: The British Padres in World War I (London: Leo Cooper, 1983), 46-79.
36 Snape, God and the British Soldier, 33-34, 38.
37 For examples see Chambers, Fighting Chance, 38-40.
38 “Private Freeman has his Fortune Told,” The Listening Post, no. 12 (March 15, 1916), 3-4.
39 Alexander Watson argues “the widespread belief in personal survival was not entirely
based on fantasy but was rather grounded in a highly positively biased interpretation of the
trench environment” (A. Watson, Enduring the Great War, 100-103). For example, soldiers
focused on short term, rather than cumulative and long-term risk, in which ones chances of
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know its limitation.”40 Bombs could be dodged and experienced soldiers might be more
likely to survive certain situations over new arrivals. Some superstitions may have
emerged from real, although skewed, reflections of actual soldiers’ experiences. 41 For
example, many noted an association between a fear of death and leave.42 Joseph Murray
explained that this was because death after leave was an extremely common experience in
his regiment. “It was recognized that people went on leave that they didn’t last five minutes
when they got back,” he recalled. One of his pals was dreading leave for this reason. Sure
enough, the chap was killed by a shell while moving through a communication trench on
his first trip back to the frontlines.43 In contemplating the reasons for this association,
Joseph Pickard wondered if it was because those returning from leave were too relaxed or
had lost their concentration. This seems possible but the superstitions that followed were
hardly rational. Pickard refused to take a photograph with his mother while on leave
because “we used to say, you get a photograph taken and you come back” to the front and
get killed.44 The belief that a shell never struck the same place twice might make sense
when considering the vagaries of artillery fire. However, the Somme and Passchendaele
disproved this theory. "In both these favoured districts," one private remarked, this rule
was useless since "there were shell-holes within shell-holes within shell-holes."45 In fact,
Walter Douglas Darling, November 12, 1916, Private Papers of W.D. Darling,
Documents.3472, IWM.
41 A. Watson, Enduring the Great War, 100-107.
42 Ibid., 101-102. Watson associates this to the fear that one’s luck would run out before
they got the chance to go home.
43 Interview with Joseph Murray, recorded by Peter M Hart, IWM Sound Archive 8201,
1984.
44 Interview with Joseph Pickard, recorded by Peter M Hart, IWM Sound Archive 8946,
1986.
45 A.M. Burrage (published as “Ex-Private”), War is War (Pen & Sword, 1930), chap. 10,
Kindle.
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this was probably more common, especially as the accuracy of artillery improved
throughout the war.
The experiences of Lance Corporal John Bailey Middlebrook demonstrate the limits
of control and why some resorted to superstition, even if their survival or death could be
explained rationally. Soldiers associated “wind-up” with increased likelihood of death. This
may be explained by the observation that new arrivals had little idea of what to expect in
the trenches and so were more likely to get nervous and make mistakes.46 Middlebrook's
first stint in the trenches in May 1916 was a shocking realization. A shell burst twenty
yards in front of him and on another occasion a shell hit a parapet five yards in front of his
dugout. During his first night in the trenches he was sent into no man's land where he was
spotted and fired upon. These were not exceptional circumstances as Middlebrook soon
realized, and he hoped to grow more accustomed to trench warfare. "I trust in time our
sensitiveness may be dulled and our...actions controlled," he wrote home, "but it’s awful to
sit there and wait for shells."47 In the meantime he had little choice but to put his faith in
God and rely on borderline superstitions. Middlebrook emphasized his need to remain
positive since, “they say a man who gets melancholy usually finds a bullet...I thank God that
I was brought through safely and trust it is His will for me to return safely.”48 It was in
those moments where soldiers felt like fate was beyond their control that they resorted to
superstition and fatalism.
The more time soldiers spent at the front the more they were able to adapt, and
many claimed to develop an instinct that allowed them to identify the warning signs of
A. Watson, Enduring the Great War, 86-88.
J.B. Middlebrook to his Father and Mother, June 5, 1916, IWM.
48 J.B. Middlebrook to his Father and Mother, May 12, 1916, IWM.
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impending danger and discern the trajectories of various German shells.49 Mohan explained
that "after experience one got to know instinctively whether a shell was going to fall near
enough to do any harm." The louder the noise of an approaching shell, the closer it would
drop and thus "less warning and...less time to dodge it."50 It is unclear exactly how reliable
these instincts were. A shell's course could depend on many factors including weather
conditions and weaponry that evolved over the course of the war.51 Some shells were
notorious for their lack of warning. The shells of the German 77-mm field guns were
nicknamed “whizz-bangs” because by the time their whistling sound could be heard it was
too late, and all one could do was jump for cover and hope for the best.52 The same was true
of those mortar bombs known as “the silent Percy” and “the silent Susan.”53 On one
occasion, Henry Lawrence Adams was almost killed by such a shell. He happened to
“suddenly notice” an incoming mortar bomb and, as he took cover, it "burst in the very spot
where I was resting." Although some soldiers might interpret this as luck or instinct, Adams
saw it as a sign "of the protecting care of God…in opening my eyes to the danger," since "it
is very seldom that these…can be observed."54
Charles Carrington was sceptical of a shell instinct since their sounds and
trajectories could vary. He never got used to shellfire and by the time of Third Ypres, he had
A. Watson, Enduring War, 85-92. D. Winter, Death’s Men, 116.
T.G. Mohan, "My War Diary,” IWM, 73. Likewise, Charles Edmunds Carrington stated,
"Old soldiers always claimed that they knew what calibre of a shell by its sound and could
always foretell which shells were going to fall dangerously close." See Charles Edmonds
(pseudonym), A Subaltern's War: A Memoir of the Great War (London: Peter Davies, 1929),
162.
51 D. Winter, Death’s Men, 119.
52 Mohan, "My War Diary,” IWM, 74-75, Holmes, Tommy, 411.
53 Seal, The Soldiers’ Press, 156.
54 Henry Lawrence Adams, “My Life in the Army,” Private Papers of H.L. Adams,
Documents.4300, IWM, 8.
49
50

116
developed a "nervous disorder" (similar to what we would think of as ObsessiveCompulsive Disorder). He imagined the shells had an intelligence of their own. "The shells
are more deliberate and accurate than could be possible," he wrote, "they seem to have a
volition of their own and to wander malevolently until they see a target on which to
pounce." Carrington developed an irrational illusion of control, as if he had discovered
occult knowledge. As he explained, "you think of absurd omens and fetishes to ward off the
shell you hear coming. A strong inward feeling compels you to sit in a certain position, to
touch a particular object, to whistle so many bars of a tune silently between your teeth. If
you complete the charm in time you are safe."55 Carrington could reflect on the futility of
such endeavours after the war, but in the uncertainty of the moment superstition was a low
cost and potentially high reward option when practical solutions were limited.
Superstitions make more sense when the environment of trench warfare is
considered. Some were semi-rational reflections of reality but the reasons for these
associations were not always clear or relevant, as in the case of Middlebrook who had no
choice but to rely on the abstract. Every rule had its exceptions no matter how
representative it was, and veteran soldiers were not immune from bad luck. It was within
these gaps of knowledge that soldiers tried to tame chance through superstitions and
rituals and, as we will see below, psychic intuition or supernatural intervention. When they
managed to survive, their faith in some higher power was more pronounced. Some soldiers
expressed the environment of the Great War in these ways precisely because it gave
randomness a coherent design that was responsive to some agency. They ascribed onto
impersonal machine warfare a numinous order that revealed itself through fire-power.
55
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Tracing the Hand of God: Fatalism, Premonitions and Providence
A recurring theme in Will R. Bird’s And We Go On is the prominence of premonitions at the
front. Sometime after Bill first arrived in France, his comrade Freddy was sleeping in a tent
behind the lines when he suddenly awoke. "I tell you I saw everything plainer than day," he
stated, "it was like a woman in white and it...pointed at you, you and you." 56 Freddy
identified six men in the tent: Herman, Ira, Melville, Arthur, Sam and Mickey and then
added, "and I know...I am going to get mine." Bird thought about the incident as he fell
asleep. "Was there anything in dreams?" he wondered, and "why had he seemed so
certain?"57 The first of these men to be killed was Arthur. On the night of 24 March 1917 in
the Vimy sector, Bird, Arthur, and a group of reserves were called to the frontlines to dig a
new communication trench.58 They came under heavy fire and Arthur collapsed to the
ground. When Bird asked him if he was hit, he just shook his head no and stated ominously
"Freddy was right." Arthur was shot in the head later that morning. "A chill crept over me,"
wrote Bird, "how had he known?" Freddy was later killed in the attack on Vimy Ridge and
when Herman was killed, Ira became anxious. After surviving a close call with a shell, he
developed a crippling fear about Freddy's prophecy and disobeyed orders to return to his

Bird, And We Go On, 6.
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post.59 Ira, Melville and Sam were killed simultaneously by the sweep of a German machine
gun at Passchendaele and Mickey died in Bird’s arms shortly thereafter.60
Bird claimed to be free from nervous tension. He did not believe this was due to his
courage but stemmed instead from his faith in Steve’s guidance:
Each night when I slept I dreamt of Steve, saw him clearly, and when awake,
in the trenches at night, out on listening posts, felt him near. In some
definable way I depended on him. Ever since he had guided me in from that
foggy unknown stretch at the back of Vimy I would go anywhere in no man's
land. I knew, with a—fanatical, if you like—faith, that a similar touch would
lead me straight where I should go. In the trenches, on posts, in any place, I
was always watching for him, waiting for him, trying to sense him near me,
and in the doing I missed the...easy fears that seized the unoccupied mind.61
Bird's experiences filled him with the assurance that his near misses were not the sign of
death knocking but proof of his brother's protection. In the cases of Freddy’s premonitions
and Bird’s survival, the soldier’s fate was understood in terms of greater significance than
the random firing of shells and bullets. Both Ira and Bird “glimpsed” a higher order through
death and survival.
When confronted with death at the front, many soldiers gravitated towards fatalism,
which, according to the Army and Religion report, was "widely prevalent" amongst the
BEF.62 Fatalism has been defined as “the idea that what happens (or has happened) in some
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sense has to (or had to) happen.”63 Fatalism is especially appealing in circumstances where
there is little personal control. The Great War’s battlefields were an appropriate place for
this mode of thinking. As one YMCA worker observed, "most of the men are fatalists...in so
far as they believe that if it is their fate to get shot they will be shot.”64 The prospect of
death was hard to escape at the front, but to think deeply about mortality was distressing.65
During Third Ypres, John Mellor Poucher echoed this view in his diary, noting that "one
thinks and thinks and seems dazed. Seems like a nightmare—a Hell—one don't think about
it too much or too long or they would be crazy."66 Mohan captured this tension when he
explained that "the constant apprehension of what the future will bring often leads to utter
indifference."67 Rather than reflect on the possibility of death, many conceded "what has to
be will be,” and a variance of the slogan “a shell with my name on it” was popular.68
Fatalism is a “noncommittal doctrine,” since believing that “what has to be will be”
does not explain the why. Beliefs such as fate, karma, destiny and providence offer
explanations, and usually imply some sort of agency. It is one thing to say that life is “out of
our hands,” but to reduce events to no hands at all is more nihilistic than fatalistic.69 For
example, devout soldiers placed their fate in God’s hands. Some chaplains were sceptical of
fatalism because it implied predetermination instead of free will, but something akin to
Robert C. Solomon, “On Fate and Fatalism,” Philosophy East and West 53, no. 4 (October
2003): 435.
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66 John Mellor Poucher, JMP3, entry for 31 July 1917, Private Papers of J.M. Poucher,
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fatalism was accepted if it was expressed through a faith in God.70 As soldiers witnessed
death and survival, some began to structure these outcomes into personal narratives that
imbued happenstance and chance with greater significance.71 Upon receiving news that he
would go over the top during the first day of the Somme, Cyril T. Newman wrote in his
diary that "I am feeling a little unsettled but…I am trusting in God, my Rock and my
Fortress, in Jesus my Redeemer, to give me Grace sufficient to do my duty well, and to meet
whatever God wills."72 Writing again three days later, he was thankful that God had seen
him through it safely. "Shell fire, of an intensity never before known, was all around me," he
wrote, "but God was with me and brought me out unscathed. Glory be to His Holy Name.
Render thanks and praise to Him for His Faithfulness."73 Newman was prepared to accept
whatever the outcome, but having survived, he understood that his faith in God had been
rewarded with divine protection.
Soldiers were not always noncommittal about their fate, and fatalism could develop
into an assurance of impending death. As a new arrival to the front, John Bailey
Middlebrook underwent such an experience. Middlebrook was training for the ministry in
1915 when he enlisted after pressure from his mother. He arrived in Ypres in May 1916
and although he was fortunate to miss the Somme and Second and Third Ypres, few
soldiers enjoyed spending time on the Salient. On top of the mud, the site was too contested
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to allow a live and let live dynamic to develop.74 Middlebrook never adjusted to the
frontline. In early June he showed signs of helplessness and resorted to fatalism, writing
home that "I have put myself entirely in the hand of god and I am trying to lose all
nervousness etc. and to cultivate a 'quiet' mind, free from all fear and patient in all this
wearisome tribulation.”75 The frequent brushes with death were a consistent source of
anxiety and he complained to his father that "one never knows for two minutes what on
earth is going to happen." Two incidents in July resulted in five men killed and several
others injured from direct hits. On one occasion, "a piece of shrapnel and bullet both
missed me by inches.”76 By August 1916, Middlebrook became more pessimistic about his
fate. At the end of that month, he was assigned to a working party to dig a new trench. On
the fifth day, he was bothered by "a presentiment of severe wounding," and he tried
unsuccessfully to be excused from the working party. That night the Germans opened fire
and Middlebrook was hit in the arm by a mortar bomb resulting in amputation.77
Such experiences were not confined to new arrivals but could also happen to the
more experienced soldier. In November 1917, Harry Lawrence Adams underwent a period
of deep despair and was convinced that he would be killed on a specific date. Under the
conditions of war, this seemed like a welcome escape, as he "longed to leave this lower
sphere and be forever with Him, which in that solemn moment seemed indeed to be far
better." After engaging in prayer with his friend Frank, the two men concluded that Adams'
was being tempted by the devil. He endured through this test of faith and as the time
Tony Ashworth, Trench Warfare: The Live and Let Live System (London: MacMillan,
1980), 21.
75 J.B. Middlebrook to his Mother and Father, June 8, 1916, IWM.
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passed it was clear that, "it is not the Lord's will, however, to take me home then.”78
Pessimistic premonitions could therefore depend upon shifting moods. In Adams’ case the
passage of time corresponded with a growing belief that his fate was to survive the war.
If premonitions were linked to pessimism about one’s fate, then there was also the
possibility that some could become convinced of their invulnerability. The Reverend
Kenneth Best had met one soldier who took "a perverse delight" in near misses; "the closer
the better," he stated.79 Similar to Bird’s ghostly courage, some soldiers acted recklessly or
committed acts of bravery because they claimed to have a “guardian angel” at the front.
Bere met one soldier in a casualty clearing station (CCS) in the spring of 1917 who claimed
to have encountered a mysterious companion when he was caught in a shell hole overnight.
The figure placed his hand on his head and re-appeared whenever he was under fire to
protect him. The soldier had accomplished impressive feats, defending a position by
himself for 24 hours after 21 of his comrades had been wounded or killed.80 The case is
similar to the American soldier Elmer Harden who had a guardian angel in the trenches
that he named “Chance.” When Chance was present, he protected Harden, allowing him to
perform dangerous acts of bravery, but when he was gone, Harden experienced fear.81
Soldiers also had premonitions about the fates of others as they wondered whose
name was on the next shell or bullet. These were often described as feelings or instincts
and examples can be found across the ranks. Private Alfred McLelland Burrage did not
consider himself psychic but did experience "a moment of prescience" in Ypres. While
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resting on the duckboards, his platoon commander passed by and smiled in his direction.
"As he smiled," Burrage recalled, "I saw Death looking at me out of his eyes, and I knew that
his number was up...He was killed in the first few minutes of the attack."82 While
commanding the Canadian 1st Division at Passchendaele, Lieutenant-General Cameron
MacDonnell was with General Plumer when he thought he heard a voice state “Ronald
Morrison has been killed.” MacDonnell turned to Plumer, “Did you hear that, Sir?” Plumer
was perplexed, he had not heard anything. MacDonnell later learned that Morrison had
been fatally hit by a shell.83
Some soldiers managed to convince themselves that they were psychic. One private
recalled that a comrade accurately predicted on two consecutive occasions who was next to
be killed in his unit. He earned the nickname "Hoodoo Bill" and was asked by the men to
reveal who was next. He refused to engage in further prognostication and became so
anxious that according to one soldier "his nerves got the better of him" and he was taken
out of the line.84 Premonitions were one way soldiers contemplated death in the arbitrary
environment of the Great War, but that also meant that they were often associated with
distressing feelings such as pessimism, anxiety, fear and low morale. Burrage made this
observation from a psychic standpoint when he observed that it "must be highly painful
always to be aware of the unpleasant things that are about to happen."85 He was glad he
was not altogether psychic for this reason.
Burrage, War is War, chap. 9, Kindle.
A.E. Kennedy-Carefoot, unpublished biography of Sir Archibald Cameron MacDonnell,
circa. 1940, Sir Archibald Cameron MacDonnell Collection, R1894-0-6-E, LAC, 164. Thank
you to Mark Humphries for drawing my attention to this case.
84 Interview with an anonymous Canadian Private, recorded by BBC, IWM Sound Archive
4271, 1963.
85 Burrage, War is War, chap. 9, Kindle.
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When these premonitions came true they could confirm the numinous, but one must
wonder how many were never realized. The trench newspaper of the 32nd Division, The
Switchboard, included the story of a British officer who shared his presentments of death
with an Irish servant. The latter replied, “Thim presentimints are frauds. A cousin of mine
had one once...He felt sure he’d be killed out in Egypt, so he divided his savings between his
sweetheart and his bosom chum, and went out to be shot. But niver a scratch did he get”
[sic]. The servant’s cousin returned home to find that his friend and sweetheart had
disappeared with the money.86 False premonitions were not just the work of trench
satirists. Mohan recalled the story of Theo from Basingstoke who had a "very morose and
pessimistic nature, which was a source of great amusement." Theo predicted that himself,
Mohan, and another soldier named Tommy would "all be dead in six months." When the six
months passed, Mohan “asked him what he had to say for his prophecy…he told us that we
had been granted an extension of life indefinitely!"87 Mohan interpreted his own war
experiences through the lens of divine providence, so the fact that he distinguished his
religious faith from Theo's prognostications is an example of how supernatural beliefs
could be divided into the religious and heterodox. Either way the sources for these
experiences are inherently biased since they only gain significance through realization. 88
The same could be true regarding the use of prayer, which was also practiced along
the spectrum of religious beliefs.89 Chaplains observed that a "wind-up" or "emergency
“Wit From the Trenches,” The Switchboard, no. 2, August 1916, 2.
Mohan, "My War Diary,” IWM, 2.
88 This attitude is the opposite of a Christian faith, which according to Hebrews 11: 2 (KJV)
is “the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”
89 Schweitzer shows a variety of religious beliefs at the front from atheism to the devout,
providing examples for various points along this spectrum. See Schweitzer, The Cross and
the Trenches, 17-62, 195-246.
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religion" was quite common. This was characterized by a demand for religious services
prior to offensives as well as resorting to prayer in moments of peril.90 For example, in
September 1916, Railton gave last communion to officers in the trenches just before they
died in battle.91 On the Somme, the Reverend M.P.G. Leonard conducted a baptism for a
soldier a few miles behind the lines in a gun pit. That evening the battalion went into
action.92 Men also prayed in the trenches while under shellfire and before battles. On the
eve of landing at Gallipoli, Sydney Loosley of the Army Service Corps prayed for “God to
care for and watch over us having full faith that if He willed it His power and strength was
greater than any shot or shell.”93 Prayer was also observed amongst the otherwise nonreligious.94 Burrage was raised as a Roman Catholic but had stopped practicing because "he
couldn't quite believe in it." During the war however, "I couldn't quite disbelieve, and if it
were all true I realised that things might be very awkward for me if I happened to die in
that state of mind."95 If soldiers were not likely to spend time contemplating the possibility
of death, engagement with religion tended to be in the moment.96 This belief was akin to an
extra insurance policy.
Schweitzer, The Cross in the Trenches, 187-192. See also Snape, God and the British
Soldier, 45-57, Madigan, Faith Under Fire, 183-196. The Army and Religion report cautioned
that it was possible to “make too much” of this but also “too little,” since “It means that in
presence of the most terrific display of material force that human history has ever seen
men believe that there is an Unseen Power …However brief and transient, it is an implicit
repudiation of that material view of life which is being judged in the thunder and flame
around the men who pray.” (Cairns, ed., The Army and Religion, 8).
91 Railton, September 24, 1916, IWM, 13-14.
92 M.P.G. Leonard, Letter 63, August 18, 1916, Private Papers of M.P.G. Leonard,
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Prayers could be used as evidence for survival and encourage further reliance on the
supernatural. C.R.T. Evans believed that his family's prayers had saved his life. In December
1916, he wrote to his family that he found “great comfort” in knowing “that you were all
praying for me." Their spiritual support was confirmed by his brushes with death. As he
explained, "proof of it seemed to come to me when a bullet from a sniper whistled just
between Turner and me, he was only about a foot in front of me and didn't touch either of
us."97 When under shellfire in the trenches, Evans once again turned to prayer and claimed
to have experienced a miracle:
I...could hear them getting closer and closer. It was then that something like a
miracle happened. A thought came into my mind which seemed to fill my
very soul 'It's all right,' they are praying for me at home.' Then the explosions
passed further away and eventually stopped for a time. With that Turner
came back to where I was and said: 'Did you see those three?'.... When I asked
him what three, he said he had watched three shells in succession fall within
a few yards of us and none of them had exploded!98
Evans professed, "this hourly contact with danger has brought back a great faith in me.”
Although he qualified he was "not becoming a religious maniac," his war experiences had
revealed "a great truth about which the world is rather lax!"99 For Evans, trench warfare
was a confirmation of the supernatural that was not possible in modern civilized life.
Prayer in moments of danger offered the experimental conduit to this revelation.
If soldiers survived the war, they could piece these examples into a larger portrait
that explained why some soldiers had gone west but others had not. Postwar memoirs by
Christian soldiers like Mohan and Adams were able to look back and “trace the Hand of
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God,” attributing their survival to providence.100 Like many soldiers, Adams and Mohan
experienced close shaves, lucky breaks, and fortunate circumstances. Two months before
the end of the war, Adams was moving through a communication trench when a shell burst
in between him and another soldier, wounding the latter and a nearby sergeant. Adams'
helmet was blown down the trench about 6 yards, but he was untouched. He contemplated
why he had survived but was left to marvel at God's will. "It is beyond my comprehension,"
he wrote, but he promised to engage in "daily prayer that the life so wonderfully preserved
may be lived to His honour and glory."101 It is possible this reflected a survivor’s guilt,
which he was able to cope with by making good on a promise to praise God’s mercies.
Devoid of religious frameworks, ghosts appear in Sassoon’s writings to haunt him for
having survived. “They look at me reproachfully,” he explains, “because I am so lucky, with
my safe wound, and the warm kindly immunity of the hospital.”102 Mohan wrote his
memoir in 1919 with the aim of proving God's existence. As Mohan stated, "the age of
miracles is not past," and his experiences "provided ample opportunities…for proving this.”
103

He hoped that if his writing helped even one person learn the truth of God’s mercies and

the importance of faith, “then it will not have been written in vain.”104 In framing their
experiences as providential, they could come to terms with their survival.
Various soldiers discovered evidence of psychic abilities and a supernatural power
on the battlefield. These were not the result of wearing the right charm, conducting the
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right ritual, or obeying certain superstitious rules, nor were they explained as the result of
experience, morale, or refined senses. Rather, intuition was psychic in nature, moods were
premonitions, endurance was a test of faith, and prayer could be rewarded with divine
intervention. But superstition, the supernormal, and the supernatural manifested in the
same gaps between agency and chance, certainty and uncertainty. It was the environment
of war, in which some lived and some died indiscriminately, that provided glimpses of
something greater. In this way the battlefield was what Celtic tradition refers to as “thin
places,” where a site invokes a “sense of the thinness of the veil which separates this world
from the next.”105 The soldier’s experience could therefore reveal a numinous order that
could be experimented with and demonstrated through the evidence of death and survival.
It was in this context that spiritualism existed on the Great War’s battlefields. Spiritualists
emphasized experiment and observation and could accommodate various supernatural
beliefs. Perhaps most importantly, the aim of early twentieth-century spiritualists was to
lift the veil between the material and the spiritual world. It is no wonder that some soldiers
developed an interest in spiritualism at the front.

Ian Bradley quoted in Laura Béres, “A Thin Place: Narratives of Space and Place, Celtic
Spirituality and Meaning,” Journal of Religion and Spirituality in Social Work 31 (2012):
398-399. As Owen Davies also observes, ghosts tend to haunt in spaces of liminality, which
is defined as “the state of being on the border or threshold of two defined states of
existence.” Places like cemeteries, battlefields, or rivers, are popular haunting sites in many
cultures, representing that boundary where the two states of living and dead are crossed
and where the two worlds meet. See Owen Davies, The Haunted: A Social History of Ghosts
(New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 45.
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Spiritualism at the Front
Jay Winter states "wartime spiritualism was in vogue as much among serving men as
among the families they had left behind."106 Michael Snape on the contrary finds “little
evidence to support” the presence of spiritualism at the front. He argues that, although
soldiers may have shown an interest in spiritualism, séances and automatic writing were
rare, and spiritualists were unlikely to enlist given the prominence of pacifism within the
movement.107 The previous chapter has shown that spiritualists were not shy about voicing
their support for the war, and many enlisted, but what about the claim that spiritualism
was rare at the front? Much depends on how one defines spiritualism. Winter uses the term
broadly to refer to heterodox Christianity that includes angelic sightings and superstitions
alongside séances and spirit photography. But belief in ghosts and magic did not
necessitate an interest in séances. It was spiritualism more narrowly defined that likely
concerned the Army and Religion report when it concluded there was "some interest in
spiritualism but not so much as there is outside the Army."108 However, Snape’s association
of spiritualism at the front with only spiritualist practice is also misleading since selfidentified spiritualists in the BEF experienced many of the same phenomena
already documented.
It is probably true that spiritualist practice was rare in the army, but examples can
be found, including in military intelligence. During the same time that the British Army was
experimenting with sound-ranging and flash-spotting to improve the accuracy of their
counter-battery operations, others were using the battlefield laboratory to conduct
J. Winter Sites of Memory, 64.
Snape, God and the British Soldier, 39.
108 Cairns, ed., The Army and Religion, 19-20. This is clear from the report’s separation of
spiritualism from other heterodox beliefs such as fatalism and superstition.
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psychical research.109 One of the more peculiar examples is the story of Colonel Percy
Fawcett of the VI Corps. When he arrived at the front in late 1916 to oversee counterbattery operations, he dismissed Captain H.H. Hemming's research into flash spotting.
Fawcett would only target clearly visible batteries or those he had discovered through his
Ouija board. According to Hemming, none of these shots hit anything but dirt.110
Other high-ranking individuals tried to solve the problem of trench warfare through
supernormal means. While serving as Chief Experimental Officer on the Munition Invention
Board, Major Clarence Christopher Colley claimed that various psychic and spiritual
"impressions" sent to him from "scientists on the other side" were crucial to his war work.
He described these moments of intuition as not "'heard' but felt," while also "so strong and
definite as almost to amount to a verbal order."111 Some of the breakthroughs that he
attributed to these impressions included the discovery of German espionage at the front,
improved techniques for light signaling, and the development of various inventions.112 For
example, he received messages from his father’s spirit stating "coals of fire" and "blood and
fire." When he met two inventors with the surnames Coles and Blood, he chose to fund
These methods identified a gun's position by using observers on the ground to measure
shells' sound waves through microphones or identify guns by the flash when they fired. See
Roy Macleod, "Sight and Sound on the Western Front: Surveyors, Scientists, and the
'Battlefield Laboratory,' 1915-1918," War and Society 18, no. 1 (May 2000): 21-46, Sanders
Marble, British Artillery on the Wester Front in the First World War: “The Infantry Cannot Do
with a Gun Less” (Ashgate Publishing, 2013) and Tim Cook, “The Gunners at Vimy: We Are
Hammering Fritz to Pieces,” Vimy Ridge: A Canadian Reassessment, eds. Geoffrey Hayes et. al
(Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2009), 125-49.
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their research based on his spirit messages.113 Sharing his experiences after the war, he
believed that his testimony proved "that our friends 'on the other side' did their bit in the
Great War just as much as those who were fortunate enough to service it."114 Fawcett and
Colley had turned to the occult sciences in their own attempts to tame chance and master
trench warfare.115
Spiritualism made its way to the front in various ways. One conduit was through the
home front’s burgeoning interest. British and Canadian soldiers received Oliver Lodge's
Raymond as a gift and read the book at the front.116 Some participated in spiritualist
activities while on leave, and the mother of Corporal Henry G. Cleland mailed him séance
messages.117 George Smedley’s wife sent her husband a worried letter in February 1917
after she was told by a medium that he had been killed.118 Soldiers also poked fun at the
home front’s interest in spiritualism. The trench newspaper of the 14th Canadians, the
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R.M.R. Growler, included a séance between Mary and the spirit of her husband John who
was killed in the war:
"Are you happy, John?"
"Oh! Very happy, Mary."
"Are you happier than when you were on earth with me, John?"
"Oh! yes, Mary; much happier."
"Why, where are you?"
"I'm in hell, Mary."119
As we will see in another chapter, these were the kinds of questions people asked in
séances (John's preference for hell instead of spending time with his wife is another
matter). Chaplains took notice of spiritualism's wartime popularity and Railton received
instruction about Raymond in March 1917.120
The spiritualist movement and psychical researchers also made their presence
known at the front. The SPR sent its journals to members serving abroad and the SNU sent
7,000 copies of spiritualist pamphlets to the Western Front in 1915.121 They hoped that this
would not only advance the cause but provide comfort to the soldiers:
by a perusal of the literature many a mind will be freed from perplexity
regarding the future, many an hour of pain may be eased of its sting. While
after the discord of the battlefield, it will come as balm to the spirit to realise
that in the happy Summerland men shall live in unbroken amity, and be able
to translate the doctrine of the Brotherhood of Man and the Fatherhood of
"Wise and Otherwise," R.M.R. Growler 1, no. 1 (January 1, 1916): 3. Thank you to
Brittany Dunn for sharing this example.
120 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, 64, Railton, March 28, 1917, IWM, 35.
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God into the enduring terms of eternal progress, the pathway of which is
strewn with the roses of eternal peace.122
Men like Driver J.R. Parker sent appreciations to "all those kind friends who have so
generously sent papers out to me, also pamphlets."123 Driver W.J. Plain with the 2nd Field
Ambulance wrote with appreciation to The Two Worlds and commented that he read the
paper at the front and passed it on "to a chum who has recently become interested, and
who, being level-headed, no doubt will be won over to our side."124
As Plain’s statements indicate, soldiers who were spiritualists before the war
represented the movement at the front and attempted to convert their comrades. One
indication of spiritualists’ contribution to the armed forces comes from the various rolls of
honour erected by spiritualist churches.125 Shortly after the outbreak of war, The Two
Worlds created its own roll of honour dedicated to recognizing those spiritualists who had
volunteered for service. The journal hoped to demonstrate that spiritualists played an
equal part in the war effort and to remind future generations of this contribution.126 The
roll contains the names of 727 spiritualists and, in some cases, provides details about their
"Spiritualist Literature at the Front: the S.N.U. Send 7,000 Pamphlets," The Two Worlds
28, no. 1424 (February 26, 1915), 102.
123 “The Roll of Honour,” The Two Worlds 29, no. 1485 (April 28, 1916): 203.
124 "A Commendation from the Front," The Two Worlds 28, no. 1461 (November 12, 1915):
570.
125 A roll of honour plaque was unveiled at the Armley Theaker-lane Spiritualist Church in
May 1916 listing 33 names of members who were serving in the war. This church no longer
exists and it is unclear what happened to the roll. See “Spiritualists in the War: A Roll of
Honour for Twenty-Six Lyceums Unveiled at Armley,” The Two Worlds 29, 1486 (May 5,
1916): 209. Other similar plaques do still exist, for example that of the Hebden Bridge’s
Spiritualist Church. See Hebden Bridge Association of Spiritualist (and Lyceum) Church,
War Memorials Register 2847, Imperial War Museum, accessed 9 April 2018,
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rank, regiment, and affiliated spiritualist society. The roll ended in the summer of 1916,
after the Military Service Act came into force since The Two Worlds believed only those who
volunteered for the national forces should be eligible for inclusion.127
Numerous soldiers attested to reading The Two Worlds and sought to spread the
movement to others in training camps or at the front. A
soldier training at Whitchurch Camp in Salop wrote that
he was attempting to organize a Spiritualist Church Hut
just as there were huts devoted to other churches. He
claimed to have 27 other men interested in using the
facility.128 Private E. Anderson wrote that he was
leaving copies of the journal in the trenches and had
managed to get "a few interested in our Cause."129 The
former president of Onward Spiritualist Church in
Portsmouth, while stationed in India in 1916, boasted "I
have been able to create an interest in our Movement
among the men, an interest which is spreading."130 How
Figure 2.3. The Sowerby Bridge spiritualist
church roll of honour.

successful these efforts were is impossible to know but

there were definitely spiritualists attempting to proselytize within the BEF.
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Spiritualism was expressed at the front in several ways. Some men found comfort in
their spiritualist beliefs during those uncertain moments at the front. As Private Thomas
Bell wrote to The Two Worlds, "we know not when our time is come when we hear the shell
and see them drop many yards away."131 J.T. Dillsen confided that "the knowledge of
Spiritualism makes a vast difference." He attempted to spread spiritualism to the other men
within his unit for this reason.132 Private Samuel Turner of the King's Shropshire Light
Infantry was comforted by the fact of life after death. He explained that he was doing his bit
in trying to spread the cause to the other men because "a Spiritualist is far better off in this
campaign than those of any other cause."133 Fatalism may have been expressed amongst
spiritualists, not so much in the sense of resigning to God’s will, but as in the sense of
accepting the “facts” of life after death. One officer advocated for spiritualism on its
scientific grounds, stating "we have lost faith in the power of our clergy to clear up the
mystery. We have…more faith in the power of such men of science as Sir Oliver Lodge or Sir
William Crookes."134 Other soldiers were the perfect image of the sacrificial spiritualist
soldier who entered onto the battlefield because he had no fear of death. According to his
mother, Arthur M. Lawrence of Reading enlisted because "he thought it his duty to serve his
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country as any other young man. In fact, he considered himself more eligible, having a
greater knowledge of the after-life."135

Figure 2.4. Macclesfield Spiritualist Church Memorial. Pictured are five members of the church who died in
the war. Corpoal Albert Berch, killed on 22 September 1915, age 23 (top left); Stoker Theodore Proctor,
killed on 1 June 1916 on HMS Warrior, age 20 (top right); Private Arthur Hurst of the 2nd Manchesters,
killed on 19 August 1918, age 24; Private Ernest Cresswell, killed on 6 March 1918, age 23 (bottom left);
Private J. Edward Bailey killed in the Dardanelles on 22 August 1916, age 16 (bottom right).
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Spiritualists reported being saved by spirits at the front. Colley was an artillery
officer in the opening months of the war when he had his first experience. It occurred as he
was desperately trying to save some British guns in a vulnerable position while under fire
in the woods. On his own, and prepared to start dragging them out by hand, he suddenly
heard his father's voice saying "Clarey my boy, wait." Colley stopped in his tracks. "Try as I
would I could not move my right leg," he explained. Then "as though by magic the firing
ceased" and his gunners were able to make it to his position and remove the guns. "And
then, directly, my right leg was unshackled and I actually fell forward," he recalled. The
pause in the fighting was just enough time to get the guns out safely. This proved a blessing
as he would have fallen victim to the shelling that was raining down in the woods.136 Colley
attributed his survival, not to luck or an intuitive grasp of shellfire, but a psychic intimation
from spirits who anticipated the pause in the shelling before it happened. In fact, had Colley
been allowed to follow his instincts he would have been killed. The spirits provided a
needed corrective to his own instinct.
Private Alfred James Titmass reported being guided by spirits in no man’s land just
like Will Bird was by his brother. On his second night in the frontlines, Titmass was detailed
to go on listening patrol. As he neared the post, the Germans opened fire. He took cover but
could not move from his position for almost three hours. When Titmass was finally able to
make his way back, he became tangled in the barbed wire with "the guns raining shot all
around." Fortunately, he returned safely owing to the guidance of his "spirit friends."137 No
mention is made of visions of ghosts, but this was unnecessary as Bird also reported
“The Ghost Club Minutes, Volume VII,” 187-188.
A Titmass, "My First Experience of Trench Warfare," The Two Worlds 28, no. 1451
(September 3, 1915), 438-39.
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sensing Steve’s guidance and feeling his presence without always seeing him. Close calls
could be attributed to the spirits’ influence just as others had guardian angels or saw God’s
hand active in their situations.
Lance Corporal Alfred Perfect of the regular 1/Royal Warwickshire Regiment
negotiated his morale through his spiritualist beliefs just as Christian soldiers turned to
their faith. A Christian spiritualist, Perfect credited spiritualism with helping him endure
the trying experiences of trench warfare. "Under it all I have felt that God has been near
giving me courage and nerve power," he explained, adding that "I feel a great angelic power
which gives me not only spiritual but extra physical courage, thereby enabling me to
endure hardships beyond my ordinary ability to do so."138 Perfect was not unlike Bird, who
had faith in his brother’s ability to guide him to safety, thereby alleviating his nerves.
Perfect expressed these mental states in between the two ends of the spectrum as both
psychical/physical (nerve power) and supernatural/Christian (angels and God). Others
approached their situation from a more scientific perspective. An anonymous soldier
writing in Light was trying to experiment his way through solving morale at the front. He
reasoned that depressed moods should correlate with the suffering and negative thought
waves of destructive environments, but from his experience they appeared to be random.
He vowed to continue experimenting with various theories, since “the science of psychic
conditions and influences [is] in its infancy.”139 As Tim Cook notes, the shellfire of the
Western Front could literally charge the air, and spiritualists had long associated magnetic
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and electric waves with higher phenomena.140 This might help us appreciate what
spiritualists meant when they claimed to feel a psychic presence.
Some spiritualist soldiers saw visions and received messages that saved them from
danger. Private Turner had been in France since September 1914. He had never heard
anything at the time about angels in Mons but he did claim that "I have seen spirit friends
on the battlefield, and, what is more, I have some beautiful messages from them." It is
unclear if these were received telepathically or through spirit writing, but he claimed they
provided directions that were essential to his survival. For example, he received the
message "keep to my left, as the right was very dangerous."141 This he took as his rule to
follow while under shellfire. On one occasion he kept to his left, even though most shells
were landing to the left of him, and astonishingly, "the shells were being transferred to the
right, and the left was soon clear of all shells," allowing him free passage to safety. "Now,
the place I was making for on my right was soon a mass of ruins," he explained, "so you see
how my guides had helped me."142 Turner believed that, had he not been a spiritualist, he
would not have been cognizant of the guides’ messages. Spiritualism provided him with an
occult knowledge so that could conquer the randomness of life and death at the front. A
rational soldier would have moved to the right and would have been killed as a result.
Turner’s psychic awareness earned him a reputation amongst the men as a
prognosticator. His comrades began following his examples and frequently inquired if
there was "any fresh news" from the spirits? Some chose to keep close to Turner as if he
was a lucky charm, and they would "ask me if all was safe, and as far as possible I have set
Cook, “Grave Beliefs,” 4-5.
S. Turner, "Spirit Guidance on the Battlefield," The Two Worlds 28, no. 1448 (August 13,
1915): 403.
142 Ibid.
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their minds at rest." He believed his spiritualism was responsible for his platoon’s
performance, since between September 1914 and February 1915, only two out of the 14
men had been wounded. “Some people will say it is luck,” he wrote, “but we are the only
section in the battalion which has been so fortunate." He hoped his experiences would
encourage others to "use their gifts on the battlefield."143 Turner’s survival was presented
as evidence in support of spiritualism, and he may have even convinced other soldiers
inclined towards superstitious explanations of his uncanny abilities.
Turner's story raises the question of spiritualism as a practice, not just an identity or
set of beliefs. Did soldiers engage in séances or automatic writing at the front? A few
examples can be found. Tim Cook discovered the remarkable story of a group of Canadian
soldiers who, after reading Raymond, conducted telepathic experiments at the front using a
blindfold.144 Driver Parker of the Army Service Corps (ASC) informed The Two Worlds that
he had a sympathetic parson in France who had given him a small room to conduct
spiritualist meetings; another officer reported a "tendency towards dabbling" in
spiritualism in his unit, but neither provided details.145 As was the case with conventional
religious observance, time and opportunity would have been an issue.146 Writing from the
front, Titmass explained that "war is not good for our work," since "the conditions would
Turner, “Spirit Guidance on the Battlefield,” The Two Worlds, 403..
Cook, “Grave Beliefs,” 5-6.
145 “The Roll of Honour,” The Two Worlds 29, no. 1482 (April 7, 1916): 164, Cairns ed., Army
and Religion Report, 20.
146 Soldiers were subjected to trench work and drill and, when given free time, preferred
rest, recreational activities, or writing home to family. Chaplains complained about low
attendances at their voluntary services (Madigan, Faith in the Fight, 90-92, 107-108). Part
of this was contempt for clerical religion amongst the ranks but it was also true that
religious soldiers complained about the lack of time for religious observance. As Mohan
noted, free time on Sunday was like “an oasis in the desert” (Mohan, "My War Diary,” IWM,
18).
143
144

141
be all against it." The constant roar of the guns and the demands of army life would have
made it hard to concentrate and initiate trance. Away from the frontlines, it may have been
more practical, as in the case of a spiritualist circle that developed on board the HMS
Cordelia. According to one participant, he and a group of other men conducted at least two
séances that included messages from beyond and possibly materializations. He believed
their spirit friends had protected the ship through the Battle of Jutland.147
Time would not have been the only barrier. Various historians have noted the
gender dynamics of spiritualism. Most mediums were women and male mediums were
regarded as feminine. To engage in trance was to embrace a feminine sensitivity and
abandon masculine reason.148 This was complicated by the presence of muscular
Christianity in the British Army, where morality, athleticism, and a healthy control over
one’s body were intertwined.149 There was also the social stigma that might come with
identifying as a spiritualist, just as there was with Christianity.150 When Smedley was
discussing spiritualism with his wife, he made sure to use a green envelope so as to bypass
the censor, as this task was usually performed by a chaplain or junior officer known to the

William Kingshott of the HMS Cordelia described two séances on June 18th and 19th.
During the former, he briefly saw a spirit and the next night "our spirit friends were with us
in force. Messages were received and description of spirit friends given." The medium was
identified only as “Rooke.” See "The Roll of Honour," The Two Worlds 29, no. 1496 (July 14,
1916): 323 and “The Roll of Honour,” The Two Worlds 29, no. 1498 (July 28, 1916): 342.
148 Robertson, Science of the Séance, 10-17, Alex Owen, The Darkened Room, 14-15.
149 Aimée Fox, Learning to Fight: Military Innovation and Change in the British Army, 19141918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 22-23.
150 In this example, Christianity should not be confused with belief in the supernatural,
which appears to have been quite common. Rather, according to working class stereotypes,
to identify as Christian was to align oneself with Christian piety and abstinence
(Schweitzer, The Cross and the Trenches, 97-105).
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soldier.151 George Lee of the Salford Central Spiritualist Church claimed that when he
identified as a spiritualist upon his enlistment, the recruiting officer was dismissive. It was
only after Lee insisted that he write it down on his form that the officer complied.152 Many
soldiers who participated in the spiritualist movement identified themselves by their
Christian denomination. This may have been for fear of stigma but it was also because
spiritualism could be a hobby or complement to a person’s faith and not necessarily a
substitution. Some soldiers, like Harold Earith
with the 86th Canadian Battalion did
nevertheless identify themselves as a
"Spiritualist" in their attestation papers.153
Overall, the infrequent mention of

Figure 2.5. Segment of Earith's Attestation Paper.

spiritualist practices in soldiers’ writings
suggests they were rare. Spiritualist phenomena were more likely to emerge spontaneously
in the ways we have so far observed, such as psychic intuition or guardian spirits. Titmass
believed that, although spiritualist practice was difficult, its philosophy was relevant and he
had some success discussing it with the men.154 Some spiritualists observed the popularity
of an emergency religion just as the chaplains had, and saw it as an opportunity to spread
Smedley, February 19, 1917, IWM. This may have discouraged some men from sharing
their experiences. When one soldier wrote to The Two Worlds he refrained from sharing
“some very strange sights” because of the censor. See "The Spiritualist Motor Ambulance
Fund: The Closing Resume and Final Statement. A Great Effort Accomplished," The Two
Worlds 29, no. 1499 (August 4, 1916): 349.
152 "The Roll of Honour," The Two Worlds 28, no. 1464 (December 3, 1915): 608.
153 Harold Earith, “Attestation Paper,” CEF Personnel File, LAC. Because of the lack of
information on spiritualist soldiers as well as the limited survival of British attestation
papers after the Blitz, it has been difficult to find examples where British soldiers identified
as spiritualists although surely there would have been instances.
154 A. Titmass, "From the Trenches," The Two Worlds 28, no. 1485 (May 5, 1916), 208.
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the cause. William Gair of 1/7th Northumberland Fusiliers and formerly of the Hirst
Lyceumm and Society wrote to The Two Worlds in February 1916 offering to hand out any
pamphlets, journals, or books to the men. He notes:
I find men who have never thought of the after-life, men who scorned the
idea of our glorious truth, ready to listen and reason with me, instead of
scoffing as in days of yore. To my mind, now is the time to give light to souls
who will perhaps be ushered out into a life beyond. Now is the time to give
knowledge to those who will come through the ordeal, so that when
opportunity comes their way they may set about proving the thoughts we
have placed before them.155
According to Gair, spiritualism could provide comfort to the soldiers but also prepare them
for the spirit world, allowing them to become vehicles of the spiritualist cause. Just as
significant was the ability of the environment of war to attune people to the reality of the
spirit. The battlefield was a laboratory where, if spiritualist ideas were planted, men would
be able to ascribe their survival to the influence of the spirits. They could develop a type of
mediumship more appropriate to the trenches, one that went beyond séances.
There is also some evidence of servicemen turning to spiritualism because of the
suffering they witnessed at the front. The Reverend Alfred Allen Brockington served at the
15th CCS in June 1916, and then as a chaplain with the 43rd Brigade of the Royal Field
Artillery (RFA). When he returned to England in 1917, he began engaging in automatic
writing. The scripts remain in his diary and offer a unique look into how one padre dealt
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with the suffering of the war.156 Brockington would have witnessed the worst that modern
warfare could do to an individual’s body and mind at a CCS. Although he includes few
details, other examples offer an idea of some of the injuries that one witnessed within the
RAMC. While with the 2/5th London Field Ambulance in 1916, Frank Steadman met a
patient who had dislocated his thigh after being buried by a shell, a soldier who survived in
no man’s land but had his hands chewed to the bone by rats, and another who had a piece
of shrapnel lodged in his brain. “I could not sleep for a while,” he wrote home, “the poor
chap’s ghastly face and wound was so vividly impressed upon my mind; every time I closed
my eyes I could see him.” Just as bad were the sounds of the men screaming at night. As he
explained, “I had about twelve men in the ward now, suffering like this; all have had their
friends killed by their sides.”157 One RAMC worker sought the comfort of spiritualism under
these conditions, noting that while he saw “dozens pass away, and stood by to prepare
them for their last resting place,” he alleviated the torment by reminding himself of “the
facts and grand knowledge ‘there is no death.’”158
Whatever Brockington saw, the role the war played in his interest in spiritualism
can be gleaned by some of his automatic writing. These messages provide reassurances
about God’s love and mercies, and cite specific examples of his war experiences:
Brockington appears to have communicated with Oliver Lodge and attended séances
with Gladys Osbourne Leonard sometime between the fall of 1916 and early 1917. Included
in his diary are not only Lodge’s contact information but also an address for a “Mrs.
Leonard.” That this is the well-known medium is confirmed by the address listed, which
was included in her advertisements in Light. Both state the address as “41 Clifton Gardens,
Maida Vale.” See Alfred Allen Brockington, Diary, Private Papers of A.A. Brockington,
Documents.4648, IWM, and “The Personal Investigation of Spiritualism,” Light 36, no. 1853
(July 15, 1916), v.
157 Frank Steadman, My Darling Grace: Letters from an Army Doctor during the Great War
unpublished transcription of his letters, ed. Simon Miller, Private Papers of Major F. St. J.
Steadman DPH MRCS LRCP Lond. LDSRCS ENG, Documents.18927, 10, 21,30, 41 45.
158 "The Roll of Honour," The Two Worlds 28, no. 1425 (March 5, 1915): 115.
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Jesus will hear all the cries of the wounded and those in pain wherever they
are with His unfailing mercy and pity. Tell the story of the wounded gunner
to whom you advised the doc to give more morphia saying that you knew
that he would die and that it was the will of God to spare men…
Jesus will prove His love to men. Tell the story of the man who came to you in
the trench and said Do you think I shall have another chance…
Jesus may reveal himself now to men through the direct mediation of the
spirit. Tell how you have had visions of him –at Whitecombe at the Battle of
the Marne… Say that you believe that all men are capable of such visions if
only they will believe and look for them.159 [sic]
Despite all the suffering that Brockington witnessed, these messages assured him that God
was not silent on the battlefield. He was there when the men were suffering, working
through the chaplain’s mercy and faith in God. He was there when men experienced “windup” before they went over the top, and if a soldier prayed or looked for God on the
battlefield they could find him through visions.
Brockington’s diary reveals a common response amongst chaplains as they
attempted to reconcile Christian values with the war. This was the emphasis on Christ’s
sacrifice and suffering on the cross. As Madigan notes, although chaplains found men to be
ignorant of doctrine, they identified with an "unconscious Christianity," a set of values and
virtues that they believed were important to living a Christian life, including unselfishness,
generosity, and humility.160 Railton was touched by the selflessness that he witnessed
during his time at the front and hoped that the war would create “a new England.” 161 He
was just as inspired by the men’s endurance in the face of suffering which reminded him of
Christ's passion. When his faith was shaken by the war, he remembered that Christ suffered
as well. “If our Lord had not suffered on this earth,” he wrote, “I would blasphemy God all
Brockington, Diary, IWM.
Madigan, Faith Under Fire, 7, 17, 91-92, 193.
161 Railton, August 30, 1916, IWM, 10.
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day…I only believe in God in this war because I believe in Jesus Christ the crucified.” 162 This
reinforced the view of the soldier as Christ-like. According to Railton, they were carrying
"out our Lord's ideals beyond anything we have ever seen in Churchmen and
politicians."163 This view was projected back onto the men. The Reverend Harry Davies
observed that chaplains were instructed to represent Christianity to the soldier “as
essentially a religion of sacrifice."164 Railton informed the troops that they were "living the
Christ life.”165 Some took notice. After several close calls during Third Ypres, Poucher
remarked: "they call us God's chosen people and I believe we are."166
This same tendency is reflected in Brockington’s spirit messages, which include
detailed descriptions of Christ’s crucifixion on the cross by the spirit of John the Apostle.
Ministers of all denominations expressed concerns over spiritualism and some denounced
it as diabolical. The Anglican Church feared a loss of authority over spiritual matters, since
the séance’s emphasis on observation meant “Every man is his own pope.”167 But for
practical reasons, the Anglican Church often maintained a peaceful coexistence with
spiritualists, allowing vicars such as the Archdeacon Thomas Colley (Christopher Colley’s
father) to continue to minister to their congregations despite showing interest in
spiritualism.168 In the interwar period, some Anglican vicars such as George Vale Owen

Railton, January 4, 1917, IWM, 23, Madigan, Faith in the Fight, 179.
Railton, March 12, 1917, IWM, 33.
164 Reverend Dr. T.H. Davies, A War Diary, unpublished transcription, ed. Geoffrey and Kay
(his grandchildren), July 2002, Private Papers of T.H. Davies, Documents.12740, IWM, 1011.
165 Railton, January 14, 1917 and March 12, 1917, IWM, 23, 33, Madigan, Faith Under Fire,
179.
166 Poucher, JMP2, entry under June 5th, 1917, IWM.
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engaged with automatic writing to obtain new revelations.169 After serving on the Western
Front and perhaps struggling with God’s silence, Brockington looked for further evidence of
Christ’s suffering on the cross. Brockington and Railton were invoking a “theology of the
cross” to explain why humanity suffered. This concept was most famously articulated by
Martin Luther to identify Christ’s crucifixion as the source of all knowledge and revelation.
As a solution to the problem of suffering, Christ’s sacrifice reminds Christians that suffering
sometimes has to be accepted with endurance and faith. Christ’s acceptance serves as an
example to be emulated. But perhaps most significantly, Christ’s crucifixion demonstrates
his love for humanity by sharing in their suffering. To look towards the cross in the face of
physical and emotional torment is to be reminded that one suffers with Christ.170
Brockington and Railton were seeking answers to the war’s destruction by bringing
themselves closer to Christ’s crucifixion. While Railton found it through the men’s
endurance and sacrificial character, Brockington found it through communications from
beyond in the form of spiritualism. That he turned to spiritualism is telling, since God was
clearly not silent but spoke back. By following in Christ’s footsteps, one is also reminded of
the reward for faith through atonement and resurrection. Some of Brockington’s automatic
writing also promised redemption. As one message stated, “You must not worry about the
War, God will be with his men…God will teach England How to win the victory…God will
teach the enemy how to find peace.”171
Georgina Byrne, October 2012,“Owen, George Vale (1869-1931) Church of England
clergyman and spiritualist writer,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, accessed
October 2018,
http://www.oxforddnb.com.libproxy.wlu.ca/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.00
1.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-103376.
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The evidence we have of spiritualism at the front suggests several things. Although
séances were rare, spiritualists found confirmation of their beliefs through premonitions,
fate, “miraculous” survivals, and the comforting notion of an afterlife based on “facts.” A
turn to some sort of numinous order was hardly an exceptional response, experienced by
both religious and non-religious soldiers. The gravity with which the signs were
acknowledged varied, but these signs were, nevertheless, a part of the soldiers’
experiences. The congruence between spiritualism, superstition and religious beliefs also
highlights the experimental and spontaneous nature of religious experiences at the front.
Occult powers gradually revealed themselves as soldiers lived and died and came to terms
with their environment. Without adequate positive knowledge, there was plenty of room
for these beliefs to exert influence.
These frontline experiences did not exist in a vacuum. They were shared on the
home front through journals like The Occult Review, Light, The Two Worlds, and The Psychic
Gazette, and other publications, to support a host of supernatural and supernormal
worldviews.172 Spiritualist and non-spiritualists alike championed the Angels of Mons as
proof of the divine nature of Britain’s cause and the existence of the afterlife, spirits, and
even telepathy. The rumour of a “Comrade in White” ministering to the dying in no man’s
land was also reported at home. Sometimes this figure was Jesus Christ himself, and the
For more examples of supernatural and psychic phenomena reported from the
battlefield see “The Psychic Sense on the Battlefield: Visions and Premonitions at the
Front,” Light 36, no. 1832 (February 19, 1916): 59, M.E., “Conditions of Life in the Midst of
Death: Wonderful Spiritual Protection in times of Danger,” The International Psychic
Gazette 41, no. 4 (February 1917): 139-140, Edith K. Harper, “Spirit Protection: A Verified
Message,” The Occult Review 28, no. 6 (December 1918): 334-36, Hereward Carrington,
“Psychic Phenomena Amidst the Warring Nations,” The Occult Review 21, no. 4 (April
1915): 195-201, “The Weirdest Story of the War,” Pearson’s Magazine 47/48 (August
1919): 190-194.
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story draws obvious parallels to some experiences documented above.173 When Bere met a
soldier who had a mysterious companion, he thought it was proof of the White Comrade’s
existence.174 Even superstitions became examples of the existence of the supernatural.175
For example, MacDonagh’s report about charms in The Occult Review included the story of
Private Thomas Kelly of the 1st Royal Munsters Fusiliers, who believed he had experienced
a miracle because of his Sacred Heart badge. This was described as "an oval piece of red
cloth" with a "printed...picture of Jesus, standing before a cross, with His bleeding heart,
encircled by thorns and flames, exposed on His breast.”176 This piece of religious imagery
added to the symbolism of the soldier as Christ-like and Kelly’s "miraculous" story further
established the connection. At Gallipoli, a bullet passed through his palm and his sacred
heart emblem but only grazed his chest. He was knocked to the ground and laid amongst
the dead under fire for two hours but survived. Kelly suffered a “stigmata” and was
metaphorically “resurrected” amongst the dead. 177
Battlefield stories made their way into various books such as Back of the Front, The
War and the Weird, Dreams and Visions of the War, and Psychical Phenomena and the

The Comrade in White first appeared in Light in June 1915. See “The Friend of the
Wounded,” Light 35, 1795 (June 5, 1915), 269. For a further examination of the Angels of
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“Strange Story from the Battle Field: The Adjutant and his Bible,” Light 35, no. 1779
(January 13, 1915), 80.
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War.178 These books involved cases of psychic premonitions, ghostly sightings, angelic
interventions and miraculous survivals. Hereward Carrington for example shared the story
of a soldier who saw a vision of his mother, and as he walked towards her, a shell landed in
the very spot in which he had been standing. Another soldier accurately predicted he
would be wounded three times and then killed once he returned from leave.179 As previous
examples demonstrate, one did not have to be a spiritualist to experience such incidents.
They could be a momentary engagement with superstition born out of the urgency of the
moment, an expression of the rituals and culture of the trenches, or part of a faith in a
divine providence. But the spiritualist movement’s ability to incorporate these into their
evidence-based, anti-orthodox philosophy was useful in a society in which traditional
religious authority was deemed inadequate to the war’s needs.180 The soldier’s voice also
provided an authenticity of experience.181 In The War and The Weird, Thurston Hopkins
and Forbes Phillips, called the laboratory of the war “the Great Revealer” and Tommy was
its scientist, “thinking over weird things [as] he comes to the conclusion, finding the lights
by which he steers.”182 When combined with appeals to the authority of eminent scientists
at home, these phenomena contributed to the wartime spiritualist movement no less
significantly than home front séances.
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Conclusion
The war stories of Will R. Bird are some of the more famous in Canadian history, though
most historians have been inclined to overlook their supernatural elements.183 Even Bird
later minimized his strange experiences. Published in 1930, And We Go On contains over
half a dozen psychic incidents that do not appear in his second memoir, Ghosts Have Warm
Hands, published thirty-eight years later. This decision
reflected changing attitudes towards the war. Written
after the war books boom of 1929, And We Go On was
intended to counter the “realism” of the modernist
writers. As Bird stated, “we are being deluged now, a
decade after the war, by books that are putrid with socalled ‘realism.’ They portray the soldier as a coarseminded, profane creature.”184 His latter memoir appears
closer to our contemporary perspective of the war,
portraying officers as donkeys and emphasizing Bird’s
individual heroism over the bravery of the other

men.185

Figure 2.6. Cover art for Rosa Stuart's Dreams
and Visions of the War (1917).

Ghosts Have Warm Hands retains the seminal ghostly intervention at Vimy as the
title suggests, but this was likely retained to honour the memory of his brother as the
premonitions and other numinous experiences were removed. In doing so, Bird erased the
Cook, “Grave Beliefs,” 3. Cook is one of the few historians to address Bird’s ghostly
encounter. His article was written before the reprint of Bird’s original memoir, And We Go
On, in 2014. Cook therefore examines Bird’s experiences from Ghosts Have Warm Hands.
184 Bird, And We Go On, 4-5. For an analysis of the differences between the two memoirs,
see Monique Dumontet, “‘Lest We Forget’: Canadian Combatant Narratives of the Great
War” (PhD diss., University of Manitoba, 2010), 338-348. See also the preface and
afterward by David Williams in And We Go On, vii-xxi, 232-40.
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wider context in which he initially framed his war experiences. Take for example the case
of the atheist soldier named Christensen. Despite his lack of faith, Christensen experiences
a death premonition. “Something came to me,” he explains “It was as if every sound in the
world was stilled at once, as if there was nothing more for me to hear, and I knew what it
meant. I’m not the least bit afraid.” Bird attempted to convince him this was nonsense and
that he would be fine, but the atheist was certain. The premonition is essential to
describing the courage and bravery with which Christensen sacrifices himself, but it also
implies that the war was a revelation of a faith that could bridge the secular and religious.
As Bird explained to Christensen, if he was correct then “there was some power beyond the
visible that imparted information.” The atheist conceded this point and Bird became just as
convinced that he would never see him again. As with all premonitions in Bird’s memoir,
this one also came to pass.186 In the modern myth of the war, Christensen’s sacrifice is not
brave, and the numinous science that united his and Bird’s philosophies appear equally
naïve. We have to remember that And We Go On was not a memoir for the postwar age.
There is no evidence that Bird engaged in spiritualism after the war, but its
philosophies and phenomena are pervasive throughout his original memoir.187 And We Go
On promotes a more traditional image of war, portrays the battlefield as a psychic
laboratory, and references the British spiritualist movement. Ghosts Have Warm Hands
leaves out Bird’s brief relationship with a spiritualist medium in Britain.188 Moreover, the
psychic condition he initially described in 1929 is distinctly Edwardian. Hereward
Carrington’s Psychic Phenomena and the Great War makes this clear. Carrington includes
Bird, And We Go On, 30, 86-88, 143-44.
Williams, “Preface,” in Bird, And We Go On, xxviii-xxxi.
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instances of the supernormal and supernatural in the second half of the book, but in the
first half, the contents are entirely devoted to the “normal” psychology of the soldier. The
implication is that both belong under the definition of “psychic.”189
As a professional writer, perhaps Bird was trying to tell an interesting story rather
than offer an authentic account. This is possible given his willingness to adapt his memoir
to the appropriate context in 1968, and his admission that his goal was to challenge
“realism.” But the entire point of And We Go On is that such realism was not always
straightforward for the soldier. Bird makes the revealing but contradictory argument in his
preface that men grasped at fantasies but that his psychic experiences were a fact. Perhaps
the author was just as unsure and looked towards the supernormal to frame a cluster of
strange but nevertheless genuine experiences as “real.” The examples in this chapter call
into question the idea that these were less authentic representations of how some soldiers
understood their experiences. In articulating the psychological effects of war, Bird adopted
an enchanted psyche, which was fashionable in the West in the early twentieth century.
This concept held that the recesses of the mind were a gateway to a spiritual but no less
scientific world. The next chapter will examine this concept of the soul as families became
separated by home and battle front.
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Chapter Three
“Most clearly born in upon my mind:” Telepathy, Crisis Apparitions, and the
Moment of Death on the Home Front.
Marian M. Macklin was anxious after the Germans launched their offensive in the spring of
1918. She knew her son David was somewhere near Arras, and news of a German
breakthrough in this region had reached the home front on 26 March.1 The next day,
Marian was in and out of sleep when she had a strange experience. While lying in bed she
could hear footsteps along the veranda outside her bedroom window. Assuming David had
come home, she hurried outside to greet him (although she never physically left her bed).
There she could see what looked like her boy dressed in khaki and wearing a tin helmet.
“Oh, David boy, you have never disgraced your officer’s uniform and had to go back to
Tommy’s clothes,” she thought to herself. The figure quickly vanished but Marian was
certain it was her son. She awoke the following morning and was distracted by the waking
dream. “It was so vivid that it haunted me,” she explained to the SPR, and she felt compelled
to share the experience with her sister that day.2
On 3 April a War Office telegram arrived announcing that David had been killed on
the same day of Marian’s experience. This came as no surprise she claimed, since she
believed the vision was her son’s way of fulfilling a pledge made earlier that year. The last
time the two had seen each other was in January while David was on leave. Before he

On 26 March The Times reported that, “The momentum of the German onslaught
yesterday was felt mainly between Arras and Péronne…against fresh forces flung in during
the afternoon our troops were forced to retreat. At points near Maricourt the Germans
reached the old trenches of 1916.” The next day the news was even grimmer, including a
full-page map of German advances around the town of Albert where David was killed. See
“New Somme Battles,” The Times, (March 26, 1918): 6, “German Advance Over the Old
Somme Lines,” The Times, (March 27, 1918): 4.
2 “Case L. 1220: Apparition at the Time of Death,” JSPR 19, no. 351 (January 1919): 4–5.
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returned to France, his mother had told him that, “if what we can’t help thinking about
should happen, will you try to come to me?” As Marian stated in her correspondence with
psychical researchers, “I believe if it were in his power that he would have willed to come
to me at the time of his death.” The SPR concluded that the incident was likely a telepathic
message sent by David in his final moments to inform Marian of his death.3 By 1918
hundreds of thousands of Britons had received a telegram notifying them of their loved
one’s passing, but Marian Macklin could claim to be the recipient of something far more
immediate and intimate: a message sent from one mind to another.
During the Great War, people across the British Empire reported similar visions.
While still in Saskatchewan working on the harvest, Will R. Bird reported seeing the ghost
of his brother Steve the day he was killed.4 So did Harold Owen, the brother of the famous
poet, Wilfred Owen. Harold was suffering from malaria onboard the HMS Astraea off the
coast of Africa in November 1918 when he saw Wilfred. There he was in the ship’s cabin,
sitting in Harold’s chair and distinctly out of place in his muddied khaki uniform, only to
vanish as Harold’s attention was diverted. Sick and exhausted, Harold went to sleep
wondering if it was a dream or hallucination. When he awoke, he “knew with absolute
certainty that Wilfred was dead.”5 These were prototypical “crisis apparitions”—in which
an individual’s ghost spontaneously appears to someone at a distance coinciding with a
moment of crisis such as injury or death. The SPR’s 1894 census on hallucinations
estimated that approximately 10% of the British population had gone through a similar
“Case L. 1220: Apparition at the Time of Death,” JSPR, 5–7.
Bird, And We Go On, 8.
5 Harold Owen, Journey from Obscurity, Wilfrid Owen 1893-1918: Memoirs of the Owen
Family, Volume III: War (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), 199, quoted in
Schweitzer, The Cross in the Trenches, 48.
3
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experience at some point in their lives.6 Psychical researchers used these visions to
construct their concept of telepathy, a term first coined in 1882.7 According to the SPR, a
crisis apparition was not a ghost but a telepathic message sent from a distance and
received by the unconscious of another mind. There it was translated into images
recognizable by ordinary consciousness, such as a hallucination or dream. This process
usually occurred in a period of liminal consciousness such as the moment between
dreaming and waking.
Crisis apparitions are analyzed in this chapter from two angles. On one hand, they
are studied from a top-down perspective, and are situated within fin-de-siècle dynamic
models of the mind. Telepathy emerged out of nineteenth-century ideas about the
unconscious such as mesmerism and hypnotism. 8 The SPR was founded in response to
spiritualism but telepathy was not intended to legitimize the existence of a spirit. Psychical
researchers sought to validate their theories within psychology by relocating the ghost in
the recesses of the mind while simultaneously maintaining its numinous character as the
product of a sympathy that connected the minds of individuals. On the other hand, this
This estimate was based on a sample of 17,000 respondents who were asked: “Have you
ever, when believing yourself to be completely awake, had a vivid impression of seeing or
being touched by a living being or inanimate object, or of hearing a voice; which
impression, so far as you could discover, was not due to any external physical cause?” 1,684
of the responses (9.9%) were affirmative. See Henry Sidgwick et al., “Report on the Census
of Hallucinations,” PSPR 10, no. 26 (1894): 33-39.
7In their first report, the Literary Committee of the SPR stated, “we venture to introduce the
words Telcesthesia and Telepathy to cover all cases of impression received at a distance
without the normal operation of the recognised sense organs.” See William F. Barrett et al.,
“First Report of the Literary Committee,” PSPR 1 (1882): 147.
8 The seminal work outlining the links between dynamic psychiatry and the history of
mesmerism and hypnotism is Henri F. Ellenberger, The Discovery of the Unconscious: The
History and Evolution of Dynamic Psychiatry (New York: Basic Books, 1970). See also Adam
Crabtree, From Mesmer to Freud: Magnetic Sleep and the Roots of Psychological Healing
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1993).
6
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chapter also approaches crisis apparitions from below, considering the contexts in which
they emerged. Crisis apparitions manifested within the emotional and communication
networks that sustained affection and information between soldiers and their families.
They mediated between certainty and uncertainty and intimacy and remoteness, providing
a reassurance that, in his last moments, the soldier was able to say goodbye.
This chapter also makes two arguments about the significance of telepathy. First,
the veneer of scientific legitimacy offered the British middle and upper classes validations
of occult beliefs. Harold Owen recognized that it was possible he mistook a dream for a
vision that had taken place before he fell asleep. But he could not shake “the certainty of my
conviction of Wilfred’s s death.” As he explained, it “amounted…to absolute knowledge…I
could not longer question it…what I found impossible to explain was this self-existent
awareness of mine.”9 The telepathic hypothesis allowed for these subjective certainties and
emotional experiences occurring in liminal states of consciousness to be framed as
scientific facts. Second, this chapter makes an argument about the appeal of spiritualism. It
is not unusual to find that those who turned to spiritualism during the war were driven to
the subject after first experiencing a crisis apparition.10 The secular scientific concept of
telepathy could not account for the haunting memories of the dead. Meanwhile, the
emotions of love and affection that informed telepathic experiences continued to be felt
after initial loss. Crisis apparitions were both a symptom of affection in life and a cause of
continued affection after death.

Harold Owen, Journey from Obscurity, 199.
Examples already provided include the medium Geraldine Cummins in Chapter One. In
addition to the experiences in this chapter see also those of the Wayte family and Sara Nye
in Chapter Four (see pages 95-96, 239, 245).
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Before Telepathy
The SPR’s concept of telepathy owes its roots to the development of mesmerism (or animal
magnetism).11 In nineteenth-century Britain, the most famous mesmerist was the physician
John Elliotson, who induced artificial somnambulism on his patients to demonstrate
various abnormal behaviours known as the “higher phenomena” of mesmerism. Elliotson
believed he was controlling their will by manipulating a magnetic fluid, and his subjects
mimicked his movements outside his field of vision or shared his sense of taste, touch, and
smell.12 They also demonstrated a “sixth sense,” and could diagnose ailments in patients,
predict their evolution, and prescribe the necessary treatments.13 Mesmerism soon became
public spectacle. Stage performers placed ammonia under subjects’ noses or struck their
extremities as they remained completely still. Others recited texts blindfolded or spoke a
mesmerist’s thoughts.14 Public crowds were fascinated and puzzled by these altered states
of consciousness. They raised the possibility of the fusion of minds, access to a higher state
of sensation, and “an absence of being.”15
The popularity of mesmerism, and subsequently spiritualism, resulted in debates
about the unconscious. Building upon the work of the physiologist Marshall Hall, William
Benjamin Carpenter contended in the early 1850s that ideas could produce unintentional

Crabtree, From Mesmer to Freud, 3-11. This tradition dates back to the German physician
Franz Anton Mesmer, who argued in the late 1770s that a magnetic fluid mediated animal
and cosmic bodies, and if manipulated properly could cure disease. It was Mesmer’s
protégé Armand Marie Jacques de Chastenet, de Puységur who discovered that animal
magnetism could be used to induce artificial somnambulism, or waking dreaming.
12 Ibid., 39-45, Alison Winter, Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 41.
13 A. Winter, Mesmerized, 53-54, 75.
14 Lamont, Extraordinary Beliefs, 72-73, 80, 103-104.
15 A. Winter, Mesmerized, 117-125.
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and automatic actions in what he called “ideomotor action.” 16 Concerning table rapping,
Carpenter argued that laying hands on a table produced an expectation that it should move.
This anticipation formed an idea that created an automatic reflex in the muscles and caused
the table to move without the sitter’s conscious intent. According to Carpenter, ideomotor
action was possible when the will was temporarily diminished by distraction or trance.17
The perceived value of trance to the study of the mind kept it alive in science despite
its association with mesmerism. In the 1840s, Scottish surgeon James Braid drew a
scientific boundary around the unconscious by arguing that it was possible to produce
trance through fixed attention, regulated breathing, and relaxation of the muscles. In the
1850s he adopted a psychological approach, believing that, since mental faculties could
have physical counterparts, as in tears caused by grief, fixed ideas could also have a
powerful influence. He used his new “hypnotism,” therapeutically, to excite or depress
unconscious “dominant ideas” to evoke healthier physiological conditions.18
By the latter half of the nineteenth century, hypnotism was practiced by two schools
of French neurologists: the Salpêtrière school associated with Jean Martin-Charcot and the
Nancy school of Hippolyte Bernheim. Charcot was concerned with diagnosis, and argued
Hall argued that some human behaviour was the result of a stimulation of the nervous
system that was immune from sensation and independent of the mind (as in decapitated
organisms who continued to respond to external stimuli). See Graham Richards, Mental
Machinery: The Origins and Consequences of Psychological Ideas, Part 1: 1600-1850
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1992), 357-362, A. Winter, Mesmerized, 47,
and William Benjamin Carpenter, “On the Influence of Suggestion in Modifying and
Directing Muscular Movement, Independently of Volition,” Proceedings of the Royal
Institution of Great Britain, no. 10 (1852): 128-129.
17 Kurt Danziger, “Mid-Nineteenth-Century British Psycho-Physiology: A Neglected Chapter
in the History of Psychology,” in The Problematic Science: Psychology in Nineteenth-Century
Thought, eds. William R. Woodward and Mitchell G. Ash (New York: Praeger Publishers,
1982), 119-121, 131-6.
18 Crabtree, From Mesmer to Freud, 155-62.
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that the ability to become hypnotised was a symptom of hysteria. According to him,
traumatic events created a state similar to hypnotism in hysterics thus allowing for
unconscious suggestions to manifest physically, as in hysterical paralysis (a form of
paralysis with no physical cause).19 Bernheim, on the contrary, believed hypnotism was a
latent universal ability and used it for therapeutic purposes. He eventually discovered that
unconscious psychoneuroses could be removed through conversation. This new
psychotherapy spread amongst neurologists looking to treat middle-class patients
suffering from nervous disorders.20 Amongst those neurologists influenced by this work
was a young Sigmund Freud.21
The path from hypnotism to telepathy began in 1876 when William Barrett
presented a paper on his hypnotic experiments at a meeting of the British Association for
the Advancement of Science (BAAS). Barrett observed, “sensations…ideas or emotions
occurring in the operator appeared to be reproduced in the subject without the
intervention of any sign, or visible or audible communication.” This observation would
have represented the standard higher phenomena common to mesmerism. However,
Barrett’s observation that his subjects could read closed books only if Barrett himself was
familiar with the contents added a new dimension to the phenomenon. These cases were
not simply examples of heightened senses but of true communication of thoughts.22

Ellenberger, The Discovery of the Unconscious, 90-91.
The psychiatry of the asylums was the only alternative. Edward Shorter, A History of
Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac (New York: John Wiley & Sons,
1997), 136-137.
21 Ibid., 140-148.
22 William F. Barrett, “On Some Phenomena Associated with Abnormal Conditions of the
Mind,” PSPR 1 (1883): 241–42.
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After the establishment of the SPR in 1882, two of its founding members, Edmund
Gurney and Frederic Myers, expanded upon Barrett’s research. In 1886, Myers visited
France, where he witnessed the work of French hypnotists such as Bernehim and Charcot
and conducted hypnotic experiments with the neurologist Pierre Janet.23 Janet’s research
involved the study of double personalities. These patients, including mediums, displayed a
second personality that was accessible through hypnosis and of whom the normal waking
consciousness was unaware.24 In one experiment, Janet gave his patient Lucie five blank
cards, two of which were marked. While under hypnosis, he suggested that she would be
unable to see the marked cards. When she awoke, she had no memory of the conversation
and could only see the three blank cards. This test presented a conundrum. Lucie had to
identify specific cards before she could complete the action of not seeing them. Then she
had to forget that she saw the marked cards in the first place. How to account for this
paradox? After interrogating Lucie’s double personality Adrienne, the latter explained that
she saw the marked cards so that Lucie could not. Janet argued that it was incorrect to
associate certain mental faculties to the “unconscious” since Lucie’s actions under hypnotic
suggestion occurred thanks to the dissociated consciousness of her double. He concluded
that the mind had a “subconscious” of which the waking self remained unaware.25

It was Frederic Myers’ brother, Alfred who initially introduced the SPR to the work of the
Nancy school in 1885, prompting Frederic to travel there in 1886. See Edmund Gurney and
Frederic W.H. Myers, “Some Higher Aspects of Mesmerism,” PSPR 3 (1885): 423, Frederic
W.H. Myers, “Human Personality in the Light of Hypnotic Suggestion,” PSPR 4 (1887 1886):
6 and “On Telepathic Hypnotism, and Its Relation to Other Forms of Hypnotic Suggestion,”
PSPR 4 (1886-1887): 127.
24 As Sofie Lachapelle notes, Janet understood mediums to be suffering from double
personalities (Lachapelle, Investigating the Supernatural, 71-72).
25 Crabtree, From Mesmer to Freud, 307-312.
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It was within the pages of the SPR’s Proceedings in 1886 that British readers were
first introduced to Janet, and he did not appear in The Journal of Mental Science until 1892.
Myers was also the first to bring Sigmund Freud and Josef Breuer to British attention a year
later.26 Psychical researchers were therefore early proponents of dynamic psychiatry while
British psychiatry was focused on the pscyho-physiology of the asylums and when
psychology as a discipline was still in its infancy. This ambiguity is evident in the SPR’s
influences. Myers pointed to the work of Wilhelm Wundt as an example that he wished to
emulate, in treating “human thought and sensation as definite and measurable things.” 27
Charcot, Bernheim, and Janet were used as illustrations of how to probe those faculties.28
Myers and Gurney sought to establish a new science of the psyche that incorporated
empirical methods but addressed metaphysical questions that were previously reserved
for philosophers and theologians.29 Although they claimed that they were probing natural
law, the faculties they were examining were unlikely to be explicable through matter, hence
the term “supernormal.” Their science would question a “materialistic synthesis of human
experience” while revealing the traces of a “psychical element in man.”30 The concept of
telepathy emerged out of this project.

Myers, “On Telepathic Hypnotism, and Its Relation to Other Forms of Hypnotic
Suggestion,” 2. Janet's book États mental de hystériques (1892) was reviewed in the Journal
of Mental Science in 1893 and Janet reviewed Hack Tuke's Dictionary of Psychological
Medicine (1892) in Brain in 1893. Cited in R.D. Hinshelwood, “Psychodynamic Psychiatry
before World War I,” in 150 Years of British Psychiatry, 1841-1991, eds. German E. Berrior
and Hugh Freeman (London: The Royal College of Psychiatrists, 1991), 199–201.
27 Edmund Gurney, Frederic W.H. Myers, and Frank Podmore, Phantasms of the Living,
Volume I (London: Rooms of the Society for Psychical Research, 1886), xli.
28 Myers, “Human Personality in the Light of Hypnotic Suggestion,” 2.
29 Gurney, Myers, and Podmore, Phantasms of the Living v. I, 1886, 7.
30 Ibid., xli-xlx.
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163
Telepathy: Phantasms of the Living and Myers’ Subliminal Self
Myers and Gurney’s telepathy was founded upon two lines of evidence. First were
experiments in “thought-transference.”31 In April 1882, 382 trials were conducted with a
clergyman, Andrew Macreight Creery, and his six children, which ran as follows: one child
was selected at random to be the “percipient” of the telepathic message. The other
children—the “agents” of the message—were shown a playing card, a word, or a number.
The question was whether or not the percipient could accurately guess the content of the
card in question. Barrett, Myers and Gurney concluded that the number of correct answers
exceeded chance.32
The second line of evidence came from the public. The SPR requested
documentation of extraordinary phenomena and received accounts of tens of thousands of
experiences.33 They discovered what contemporary historians can observe as well, that “by
the beginning of the twentieth century there [is] scarcely…a family that does not have some
legend of this sort: a terrible dream that come at a certain time of night, when, it is later
learned, a loved one died or almost died.”34 The SPR soon had thousands of cases of

Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 60-69. The SPR chose “thought-transference” over
“thought-reading” to avoid association with the tricks of stage magicians.
32 William F. Barrett, Edmund Gurney, and Frederic W.H. Myers, “Thought-Reading,” The
Nineteenth Century 11 (June 1882): 890–900.
33 Shane McCorristine, Spectres of the Self: Thinking About Ghosts and Ghost-Seeing in
England, 1750-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 119. In 1883, the SPR
received 10,000 letters alone.
34 Philippe Ariés, The Hour of Our Death: The Classic History of Western Attitudes Towards
Death Over the Last One Thousand Years trans. Helen Weaver (New York: Vintage Books,
1981), 456.
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hallucinatory visions occurring in sleep-like states and coinciding with a moment of
crisis.35 It seemed that Britons were prone to seeing a certain type of ghost.
In 1886 Myers, Gurney, and Frank Podmore, published their two-volume Phantasms
of the Living, which grouped thought-transference and crisis apparitions under the term
telepathy. They defined this as “the ability of one mind to impress or to be impressed by
another mind otherwise than through the recognised channels of sense.”36 Experiments in
thought-transference demonstrated telepathy in a controlled scientific setting but most of
the book was devoted to elaborating on the concept of “phantasms of the living.” According
to Myers and Gurney, this form of telepathy involves the transmission of an idea or
“impression” by an “agent” that is received by the unconscious of the “percipient.” The
impression is cerebrally constructed into a sensory experience, such as a hallucination,
using the percipient’s memories. This transition mostly occurs in moments of liminal
conscious states such as waking dreaming, and is triggered by the emotionally charged
nature of the message.37 It was reasoned that the message lingered in the unconscious of
the individual until the right conditions emerged (if it was consciously known at all).38
A First World War case exemplifies the concept. Lieutenant G.E.W. Bridge of the
Durham Light Infantry was wounded at the front on 24 July 1916 at 3.30 p.m. Sometime
As Myers stated in the introduction, “after printing and considering over two thousand
depositions…we find that more than half of them are narratives of appearances or other
impressions coincident either with the death of the person seen or with some critical
moment in his life-history” (Gurney, Myers, and Podmore, Phantasms of the Living, vol. I,
lxiii).
36 Gurney, Myers, and Podmore, Phantasms of the Living, v. I, xiii. Myers wrote the
introduction and Frank Podmore collected the cases (701 of which formed the basis of the
study in Phantasms). It was Gurney, however, who wrote the remaining body chapters and
the bulk of the book.
37 For the relationship between telepathy and 19th-century ideas of hallucinations see
McCorristine, Spectres of the Self.
38 Gurney, Myers, and Podmore, Phantasms of the Living, v. 1, 538.
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between 1 and 2 a.m. in Enfield, his mother-in-law, Mrs. S. Jones, awoke to see the figure of
a small child with bandages across his neck and chin. The face resembled a photograph of
her son-in-law that was taken when he was about 3 years old. Days later, the War Office
informed her daughter that her husband was injured by shrapnel along his neck and chin.
Jones and Lieut. Bridge had discussed psychical research in the past, so it was reasoned
that she was the percipient of his telepathic message because of their sympathetic psychic
relationship. What Jones could not understand was why he appeared as a child. The SPR
concluded the following: at 3.30 p.m., Bridge’s subconscious telepathically conveyed to his
mother-in-law that he was injured in the face. This message came to Jones’ conscious
awareness when she awoke from sleep. Two memories formed the nature of the image.
When Jones’ daughter was a child, she had an operation requiring bandages in a similar
location. The nature of the message triggered this memory leading her to see Bridge as a
child, and whose likeness was formed according to his childhood photograph.39
Cases such as Enfield’s were one indication to the SPR that phantasms of the living
were possible. Since the crisis sometimes involved injury and not death, one could not say
that they were ghosts in the traditional sense. “Phantasms of the dead” were treated more
sceptically. Gurney, and the first president of the SPR, Henry Sidgwick, both objected to the
idea but Myers was sympathetic. 40 In the 1890s he began to develop his concept of the

“Case L. 1209: Apparition,” JSPR 18, no. 334 (March 1917): 19–25.
For Myers’ earliest writings on phantasms of the dead see Frederic W.H. Myers, “On
Recognized Apparition Occurring More than a Year after Death,” PSPR 6 (1889): 13–65 and
Frederic W.H. Myers, “A Defence of Phantasms of the Dead,” PSPR 6 (1890): 314–57.
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subliminal self.41 In 1903, his two-volume magnum opus Human Personality and Its Survival
of Bodily Death was published posthumously, which synthesized hysteria, dreams,
hypnotism, thought transference, trance mediumship, automatic writing, and phantasms of
the living and dead. Drawing upon William James’ concept of consciousness, Myers rejected
the notion that mental faculties could ever be “unconscious,” though consciousness could
be split into what James identified as separate “streams of thought.”42 Myers labelled the
consciousness of everyday experience the “supraliminal self,” which had evolved in a
terrestrial environment according to natural selection.43 Below the threshold of
consciousness existed the “subliminal self,” which although outside ordinary perceptions,
occasionally rushed forth into the supraliminal, especially when the regular senses were
dulled, such as during trance or sleep.44
Myers noted that psychology had recognized that the self was fragmented and
unstable, but he contended that this could be reconciled with a unifying Self (or soul),
which originated in, and continued to harbour, a spiritual environment.45 According to
Myers’ subliminal self was first published in the Proceedings between 1891 and 1895.
See Frederic W.H. Myers, “The Subliminal Consciousness,” PSPR 7 (1891-2): 298-355; PSPR
8 (1892): 333-404; PSPR 9 (1893-4): 3-128; PSPR 11 (1896-7): 334-593. Janet’s idea of a
subconscious influenced William James theories on consciousness, which were published
in 1890 in his The Principles of Psychology. James is often considered “the father of
American psychology,” but beginning in the late 1880s, he increasingly moved towards
psychical research. He was the founder of the American Society for Psychical Research
(ASPR), admired Gurney’s work on hypnotism and developed a relationship with Frederic
Myers in the 1890s. By 1896 he had declared that he was “convinced of supernormal
cognition.” In fact, the SPR’s interest in Janet’s work preceded that of James. See William
James, The Principles of Psychology, Authorized Edition, Volume One (New York: Dover
Publications, 1918), 206–7 and Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 237-239.
42 Gauld, Founders of Psychical Research, 279-80, Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy,
1870-1901, 108.
43 Myers, Human Personality v. I, xxi, 14.
44 Ibid., 21.
45 Ibid., 10–12.
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Myers, hysteria was caused by the loss of control of certain regular perceptions that had
erroneously become submerged within the subliminal self. Examples included the
hysterical paralyses of Charcot’s patients, the double personalities of Janet, and the
otherwise stable patients of Breuer and Freud. As they had shown, intensified emotions
could disintegrate personality but they could be reintegrated through hypnotism and
psychotherapy. Since Janet believed hysteria was caused by traumatic memories, his
method was to replace them through suggestion with manufactured positive memories.46
Disintegration did not mean the unifying self was lost, and it could be reversed through
hypnosis, which acted as a channel for the subliminal to communicate with the
supraliminal.47 The implication was that if “the Ego can and does survive…the minor
disintegration which effect it during earth-life,” then so too might it survive “the crowning
disintegration of bodily death.”48
Myers contended that consciousness originated from a primordial spiritual
“germ”—the source of all vitality—with the supraliminal and the subliminal representing
different streams. Consciousness manifested along a spectrum from the simple to the more
complex. On one end of the spectrum were automatic organic bodily functions such as the
respiratory system. On the other end were supernormal phenomena, which signified the
evolutionary potential of humanity to access higher states of consciousness.49 Since the
supraliminal self was a sensory stream of consciousness as part of a greater unifying

Myers, Human Personality v. I, 34–69.
Gauld, The Founders of Psychical Research, 277–93.
48 Ibid., 11.
49 Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 107-112, Frederic W.H. Myers, Human Personality
and Its Survival After Bodily Death, Volume II (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1903), 7680, 278-292.
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spiritual Self, whatever existed beyond bodily death was still a “mind” with its own stream
of consciousness.
For Myers, telepathy was a universal mode of communication between these
different states of consciousness, whether it was between two incarnate minds or an
incarnate mind to a discarnate one:
A communication…from a departed person to a person on earth is a
communication from a mind in one state of existence to a mind in a very
different state of existence. And it is, moreover, a communication from one
mind to another which passes through some channel other than the ordinary
channels of sense, since on one side...no material sense-organs exist.50
The subliminal self, not bound by the limits of earthly physical existence, acted as the
channel, receiving telepathic impressions and sending them to the supraliminal. Because
the latter was terrestrial, these impressions needed to be presented as hallucinations or in
the case of genuine mediumship, sensory and mental automatisms (as in Carpenter’s
ideomotor action). Myers’ merging of spiritualism and telepathy made it difficult to discern
if a medium’s messages were the result of a discarnate personality, or were from the
mediums’ or sitters’ subliminal selves.51
Myers speculated on the mechanism for telepathy in his attempts to unify science
and spirituality. If certain human faculties were not the product of natural selection, this
might explain telepathy’s underlying force. Myers raised the possibility that love was a
transcendental faculty of the human spirit. “Love is a kind of exalted, but unspecialised
telepathy,” he wrote, “the simplest and most universal expression of that mutual
gravitation or kinship of spirits which is the foundation of telepathic law.”52 Just as
Myers, Human Personality, v. II, 6.
Gauld, The Founders of Psychical Research, 277-293.
52 Myers, Human Personality, v. II, 282, Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 111.
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emotions could disintegrate the personality, the trauma of the disintegration of the body
was a catalyst for telepathic messages, and it was the force of love that provided the means
for distant and departed minds to invade another’s consciousness.
Myers’ reconciliation of telepathy with the survival of personality was part of a
growing acceptance of the spiritual within the SPR. The initially hostile relationship with
spiritualists diminished after Gurney’s death in 1888 and then Sidgwick’s in 1900. 53 Still,
Myers’ synthesis did come with caveats, including his caution that standard telepathy
should be used as an explanation before resorting to the spiritual. He nevertheless opened
the door for spiritual interpretations. As abnormal experiences gained the SPR’s attention,
they were debated and constructed within these frameworks according to specific
questions, assumptions and criteria. This is the context in which the SPR entered
explorations of the experiences of the Great War.
Telepathy and the First World War
The remainder of the chapter shifts from psychical researchers to the experiences
themselves. This raises issues of interpretation given the nature of the reported
phenomena. After the publication of Phantasms of the Living, the SPR was criticized for its
reliance on witness testimony. It is clear that class prejudices clouded their judgement,
since reports from the upper and middle classes were considered more genuine and
trustworthy than accounts from elsewhere. The Reverend Creery was described as “a
clergyman of unblemished character, and whose integrity has, it so happens, been
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exceptionally tested.”54 The Creery children were later caught by psychical researchers
communicating to each other in code and admitted to cheating in past trials.55
Psychical researchers attempted to solve the problems connected to testimony by
gathering as much corroborating evidence as possible. Visions needed to have been
recorded or communicated to another witness before the death or injury of the agent.
Those accounts published by the SPR were accompanied by documentation, but some
sceptics remained doubtful. In his review of Phantasms of the Living, Scottish lawyer A.
Taylor Inness observed that the authors could not provide a single letter documenting an
apparition that was clearly dated before the moment of crisis.56 Charles S. Peirce argued
that, even if these letters existed, crisis apparitions could arise purely from chance.
According to Peirce, we are often aware of a loved one’s age, health, and circumstances and
may harbour certain unconscious anxieties about their well-being. Crisis apparitions would
correlate with those people in our lives most likely to die.57 In his attempts to prove the
case, Gurney incorporated cutting-edge probability statistics.58 Peirce was critical of these
findings as well, arguing that it would take 30,000 hallucinations (not trillions as Gurney

Barrett et al., “Thought-Reading,” Nineteenth Century, 893.
Trevor H. Hall, The Strange Case of Edmund Gurney (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co.,
1964), 60–61. When dealing with playing cards, the Creery’s used the position of their head
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56 A. Taylor Innes, “Where Are the Letters? A Cross-Examination of Certain Phantasms,” The
Nineteenth Century 22 (August 1887): 174–94, Edmund Gurney, “Letters on Phantasms: A
Reply,” The Nineteenth Century 22 (October 1887): 522–33.
57 McCorristine, Spectres of the Self, 162-72.
58 Ian Hacking, “Telepathy: Origins of Randomization in Experimental Design,” Isis 79, no. 3
(September 1988): 427–51. Gurney was introduced to these methods through the French
psychical researcher Charles Richet, whose research into thought-reading was one of the
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claimed) to produce by chance the 31 most remarkable cases presented by the SPR. Pierce
contended that this was possible in a population of only 2 million.59
In this chapter, telepathic experiences are interpreted as examples of affection.
Scholars of the Great War have increasingly emphasized the ways in which personal
relationships were maintained and nurtured between firing line and home front.60 Martha
Hannah notes that postwar grief needs to be contextualized within the moments leading to
that grief. As she explains, we need to consider “how the bonds of affection that made loss
so painful were sustained prior to death in the face of extended absence.”61 Letters were
particularly important in this regard. As one father communicated to his son, “Write
soon/write long/write often/+ then the distance + time will seem shorter.”62 By April 1917,
the British Army was sending nearly 9 million letters home every week.63 Alf Arnold with
the RAMC found them to be “worth many times their weight in gold.” He read them “over
and over again,” as they served as comforting reminders that he was in his family’s
thoughts. As he expressed in August 1917, “while I am writing this, I know you are thinking

C.S. Peirce, “Mr. Peirce’s Rejoinder,” Proceedings of the American Society for Psychical
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1886), 16–17.
60 See Martha Hannah, “A Republic of Letters: The Epistolary Tradition in France during
World War I,” The American Historical Review 108, no. 5 (2003): 1338-1361, Carol Acton,
Grief in Wartime: Private Pain, Public Discourse (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 116, Jessica Meyer, Men of War: Masculinity and the First World War in Britain (New York:
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of me.”64 That this was true for many families is evident in the number of parcels and
letters sent from home. By 1917 the home front had shipped 114 million parcels and was
sending 8.15 million letters every week to the Western Front alone.65
For those on the home front, letters assuaged anxiety, and on the battlefields, they
enriched a soldier’s morale, but the link between the two fronts was always mediated,
presenting contradictions. Letters sustained relationships and served as outlets of
emotions, but they also represented separation. If ingoing and outgoing mail were delayed,
the absence of a letter could summon horrible thoughts. The British postal service was fast
between the British Isles and the front (three days from the home front and six days from
the front), but during battles or movement, this process was delayed.66 Those on the home
front read about events in newspapers only to receive letters dated days before. Their
sense of time was therefore out of sync. To compensate they had to rely on subjective
feelings of affection. As one mother wrote to her son in the summer of 1916, “I pray that
what has now sustained you, may never fail you in your hour of need. I do not think it will,
since you are a son of deep love + you must always feel that love stretching out to you,
across the barriers of time + distance.”67

Alfred J. Arnold to his family, August 29, 1916, Private Papers of A.J. Arnold,
Documents.9691, IWM, 32-33.
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Dreams were another medium demonstrating the power of affection. SPR cases
confirm others’ observations that families and soldiers dreamt about one another.68
Dreams could transport soldiers and their families to their respective fronts and these
could be shared with loved ones. Arnold once dreamt that he was back home watching his
sister in school.69 His mother also dreamt about the war out of concern for his safety. In
September 1916, while Arnold was on the Somme, he wrote to her, “I am sorry to read
about your disturbing dream, mother. Of course a lot is due to your anxious thoughts.”70 In
1916, a nun at St. Katharine’s School in Wantage had “a remarkably vivid dream” in which
she was flying with her brother over the Western Front. “In my dream my brother and I
were whirling through the air at a terrific speed,” she recalled, explaining how “we raced
faster and faster until…my brother veered sharp to the right and I was thrown out of the
machine.”71 The vivid feelings associated with dreams distinguished them from letters but
they were also isolated to the individual. In some cases, people reported reciprocal dreams.
In 1915, the SPR received testimony from Marion Camns who claimed that on the night of 7
November 1914 she had a dream she was with her friend Dorothy Kerin treating wounded
soldiers on the battlefield. Later that day, Dorothy came to the Camns’ house and told
For examples see Roper, Secret Battle, 85-86, 228, 230-232. Letters to family and the
psychical research model of the mind offer very different portrait of soldiers’ dreams than
those from the psychoanalytical model. As one surgeon in a French hospital observed, the
dream of the exhausted soldier “is always the same, always of the enemy. It is never a
pleasant pastoral dream, or a dream of home but a dream of the charge, of the bursting
shell, of the bayonet thrust!” See Eliott Park Frost, “Dreams” Psychological Bulletin 13, no.1
(January 15, 1916): 13. Also cited in A. Watson, Enduring the Great War, 89. See also F.W.
Mott, “War Psycho-Neurosis: The Psychologist of Soldiers’ Dreams,” The Lancet 191, no.
4927 (February 2, 1918): 169-172.
69 Arnold to his family, November 2, 1918, IWM, 144.
70 Arnold to his parents, September 30, 1916, IWM, 50.
71 “Two Air Dreams,” S. Katharine’s School Magazine Spring Term (1917): 16-18. Thank you
to Sarah Wearne for sharing this example.
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Marian “I saw you last night on the battlefield. I often pray I may go there…in order to be
used to heal the wounded.” A few days later Dorothy received a letter from a soldier who
explained that he felt Dorothy’s presence when he was recently wounded. Requests for
corroborating evidence went unanswered. 72 If the proper documentation could have been
provided, the SPR might have offered validation that the bonds of affection evident in this
case transcended space.
Some have noted the importance of empire in stimulating crisis apparitions. As
Shane McCorristine explains, imperial communities created a “vast geographic diaspora of
potentially dying British persons.”73 Numerous cases sent to the SPR came from the
peripheries of the British Empire.74 Conventional death rituals also need to be considered.
As Pat Jalland has shown, a number of middle- and upper-class Victorians desired the
“Good Death,” in which they were surrounded by family on their deathbed and provided
the opportunity to prepare for judgement. These ideals corresponded with the evangelical
revival in Britain and the United States, which peaked in the 1870s and declined
thereafter.75 If the Victorian Good Death was important to Britons experiencing the war, we
should expect to see in condolence letters and mourning rituals, assurances that soldiers
were conscious and aware of what was happening to them as they died. This was the case
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during the American Civil War, which occurred during the evangelical revival.76 As the next
chapter shows, the exact opposite was the case during the Great War. The bereaved were
comforted by an assurance of quick and sudden death. Crisis apparitions indicate the
survival of other elements of pre-war mourning rituals, including the importance of the
deathbed and the presence of family. The remoteness of the soldiers’ death would have
been a shock to a generation of Britons who had been raised to see death as a family
affair.77 Telepathy brought the moment of death back into the domestic sphere. Thus, crisis
apparitions did not have to be confined to the secular, as even religious individuals
experienced them. John Bailey Middlebrook’s mother saw an apparition of him at the foot
of her bed the same night he was injured. He attributed this to God’s will, which had
allowed him to communicate to his mother at this moment of crisis. 78
Soldiers and their loved ones thought about each other, dreamt of one another, and
maintained sympathetic relationships through correspondence. They felt affection for one
another despite absence. These were the conditions that encouraged the development of
telepathy. Thoughts and dreams could be organized into the telepathic framework through
letters, which could reframe grief and emotions into scientific knowledge. Affection was a
bias in the SPR’s data according to Charles Pierce, but for Myers it was the very force upon
which telepathy operated. The subconscious was enchanted. Intense emotions like anxiety
were not neuroses but proof of the transcendental powers of the human mind, capable of
Drew Gilpin Faust notes that soldiers were so cognisant of the importance of the Good
Death that they seemed to be following a checklist: “the deceased had been conscious of his
fate, had demonstrated willingness to accept it, had shown signs of belief in God and in his
own salvation, and had left messages and instructive exhortations for those who should
have been at his side” (Gilpin Faust, This Republic of Suffering, 17).
77 It was also this class of Britons who experienced a disproportionate share of war losses.
J. Winter, The Great War and the British People, 83-99.
78 Roper, Secret Battle, 231, Middlebrook, unpublished memoir, IWM, 201.
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mediating the contradictions and practical limitations that affection in war elicited. In the
following sections, four cases will be used to expand upon these themes.
“One Long Uncertainty”
Lieutenant Alec Leith Johnson of the 1st King’s Shropshire Regiment was killed on 22 April
1916. Sometime the following morning, on Easter Sunday, his father, Dr. George Johnston of
London, had a waking dream, which he communicated to the SPR:
I saw two soldiers in khaki standing beside a pile of clothing
and accoutrements which, in some way, I knew to be Alec’s
…Then one of them took up a khaki shirt which was wrapped
round something so as to form a kind of roll… it unrolled itself
and a pair of heavy, extremely muddy boots fell out and banged
heavily on the floor, and something else fell which made a
metallic jingle. I thought, ‘That is his revolver,’ but immediately
afterwards thought, ‘No, it is too light to be his revolver, which
would have made more of a clang.’…And then the words ‘Alec
is dead and they are going through his kit,’ were most clearly
borne in upon my mind. They were not spoken and I heard no
voice, but they were just as clear as if I had done so. And then I
became fully awake with these words repeating themselves in
my mind and with the fullest conviction of their truth which I
never lost. I suppose I still tried to persuade myself that it
might not be true, but it was useless and when the official
telegram arrived it only confirmed what I already knew. 79
Dr. Johnston explained that Alec had been near the frontlines since October 1914, but he
had never had a similar experience.80 When the dream occurred he also had no reason to
worry about his son’s well being. “I was not feeling at all anxious,” he explained, since “they
were not due in the trenches until the Wednesday, but they were unexpectedly called upon
“Case L. 1212: Telepathic Dream,” JSPR 18, no. 337 (June 1917): 52.
According to Sir Owen Seaman, the editor of Punch (Alec was a frequent contributor),
Alec enlisted shortly after the declaration of war, and embarked for the front in October
1914. In February 1915 he received commission in the 1st King’s Shropshire Light Infantry
and was promoted to Lieutenant in September 1915. See Alec Johnston, At the Front
(London: Constable & Company, 1917), v-vi.
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in the evening of Good Friday.” These points made it unlikely that the dream was just a
coincidence and he was also able to provide corroborating evidence. On 4 May, Alec’s
cousin had sent Dr. Johnston a letter, stating, “I hear that Alec has died at Ypres. Your
dream has come true. Alec appears to have been trying to let you know.”81
Dr. Johnston was so sure the dream was an intimation of Alec’s death that he
reiterated, “when the official telegram came…I felt that it was hardly necessary to open
it.”82 John Keegan once wondered what could lead parents to ‘give up the ghost’ of their
children in such a manner.83 This pessimism is contrasted by those who maintained hope
that a missing soldier was still alive, even as that possibility grew increasingly implausible.
Indeed, Dr. Johnston’s confidence is countered by his admission that “I suppose I still tried
to persuade myself that it might not be true.” If we dispense of hindsight and consider the
torment that accompanied having a loved one at the front, it is easier to sympathize with
such statements as expressions of hopelessness rather than certainty.
The anxiety of the home front was different than that of the battlefield.84 In May
1917, after he received a letter from his wife Rosie, John Mellor Poucher wondered, “What
it must be this waiting and waiting and hoping against hope each day that all will be well.”85
The difference was one of knowledge. “A man out here knows what is going on and does
not have to worry,” Poucher explained. As we saw in the previous chapter, a soldier had
plenty of reason to worry, but generally, he grew to know when it was warranted. Those
“Case L. 1212," JSPR, 51–54.
Ibid., 53.
83 John Keegan, War and Our World (London: Hutchinson, 1998), 7. Keegan uses the
example of his paternal grandmother, who, upon delivering her son to the train station in
1917, expressed her certainty that she would never see him again.
84 For more examples see Ibid., 7.
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back home were not afforded this privilege, resulting in what Poucher described as “one
long uncertainty.”86 A soldier’s circumstances could only be learned through censored—
and sometimes delayed—correspondence. Underlying Dr. Johnston’s story is the
realization that what he took for granted to be Alec’s safe condition was unreliable.
Death was usually first communicated to a relative through the War Office telegram,
which the journalist E.S. Turner called “the terror by day.” Once Kitchener’s citizen soldiers
started dying on the battlefield in 1915, the sight of a post office messenger in the streets or
a knock on the door elicited panic. Some recalled women struggling to open envelopes with
their trembling fingers and going pale at the sight of a telegram boy.87 Vera Brittain
described how “ordinary households became a torment…every ring at the door suggested a
telegram, every telephone call a long-distance message giving bad news.” Writing in the
1930s she confessed “even now I cannot work comfortably in a room from which it is
possible to hear the front-door bell.”88 The possibility always lingered that the soldier was
already dead, a realization waiting to be confirmed with the arrival of a telegram.
Sometimes letters were sent from chaplains and fellow soldiers to describe a loved
one’s final moments. This privilege was especially granted to family members of officers. 89
The regimental surgeon informed Dr. Johnston about “the gallant attack” and “glorious
achievement” of the battalion. He also explained that Alec had been “shot through the heart
gallantly superintending his company consolidating the captured position.”90 These
comforting assurances of bravery (and minimal suffering) offered a more personal and
Poucher, JMP2, diary entry under May 30, 1917, 2-3, IWM.
E.S. Turner, Dear Old Blighty (Michael Joseph, 1980), 130–31.
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detailed account than the generic telegram. Second Lieutenant J.R. Leslie of the Black Watch
sought to break the news to the mother of Corporal Ian Maclaren of Perthshire himself,
hoping that “a letter from me may break the terrible news a little easier than the bald War
Office telegram.”91 Battlefield deaths as experienced on the home front were
depersonalized, reversing the affectionate relationships that were established through
correspondence. There were few prior warnings, and families were not afforded the
opportunity for a last goodbye.
A soldier’s personal items often followed the telegram. 92 These belongings brought
the war close to home. Mary Lodge found that when she flipped through Raymond’s diary,
the edges were “soaked, and some of the leaves stuck together with his blood.”93 Amongst
Alec’s possessions was “a French automatic pistol.” This material artefact provided
evidence that Dr. Johnston’s vision was telepathic since the gun was light enough to
account for the “metallic jingle” that he heard in his dream. The correspondence was also
evidential. The regimental surgeon explained that during the attack “the mud was so deep
that the men had to throw themselves down and crawl,” accounting for the muddy boots in
the dream.94 The personal belongings, accounts of his son’s last moments, and Dr.
Johnston’s vision all helped bridge the gap between Alec’s death as it was experienced on
the front and the blank canvass confronting those back home. Dr. Johnston was “there” and
Alec was “here;” the physical evidence made the subjective experience more real.
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As in the case of Marian Macklin, news was another way that the war was mediated,
and it could be a source of anxiety. After Vera Brittain was informed of the opening of the
Somme offensive, she tried to keep herself occupied, knowing that her brother Edward was
in the region. “For the whole of my conscious mind resolved itself into one speculation,” she
recalled, “was Edward still in the world—or not?...For the next three days I lived and
worked in hourly dread of a telegram.”95 The moments between the news of offensives and
the possible arrival of a telegram were like peaks along the route of “one long uncertainty.”
This is captured in L.M. Montgomery’s 1920 novel Rilla of Ingleside. In 1915, Rilla, the
daughter of Anne of Green Gables, responds to the news of Canada’s success in Ypres not
with joy but concern: “I can’t feel pride or exultation or anything but a gnawing anxiety
over Jem and Jerry and Mr. Grant.” In the days that follow, she finds herself avoiding any
situation that might bring news of their deaths. She refuses to answer the telephone and
avoids the newspapers as the casualty lists are published. “I can’t bear to read them for fear
I’d find Jem’s name,” she states, “for there have been cases where people have seen their
boys’ names in the casualty lists before the official telegram came.”96 Rilla ignores these
channels of information, as if doing so might prevent a potential death from happening.
Dr. George Johnston disclosed in further correspondence with the SPR that his
certainty of Alec’s death was secured when he read the Sunday news. After his dream he
saw in the paper that Alec’s “battalion had accomplished this ‘fine feat,’ [and]…I had no
doubt whatever that my boy was dead.”97 Note how time crucially impacts the nature of the
experience. If Dr. Johnston had his dream after reading the paper, it is likely that it would
Brittain, Testament of Youth, 248.
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have been attributed to the anxiety of this unexpected news. But because the dream
occurred before, when he had every reason to believe his son was safe, it was interpreted
as a spontaneous and evidential telepathic impression.
As a piece of evidence for telepathy, Dr. Johnston’s case remains wanting. All of his
evidence indicates that the dream contained no information that he could not have learned
naturally. Nor was the dream communicated to anyone before Dr. Johnston read the
newspaper. Timing was the issue, but those experiencing war on the home front were not
exactly preoccupied with carefully documenting their experiences to prove telepathy. Such
was the problematic nature of the SPR’s task of verifying phantasms of the living.
As a window into the home front however, the story confronts the ways in which
Britons wrestled with the possibility and then reality of a loved one’s death. It is difficult to
know what Dr. Johnston’s spiritual beliefs were. It is easy to speculate on the significance of
the dates involved as Alec’s sacrifice began on Good Friday and his “resurrection” took
place on Easter Sunday. In his correspondence, Dr. Johnston explained that, although “one
does not want to read too much into such an experience” he was struck by the dream’s
symbolism. The muddy boots and pistol were all indications of a battle when Alec was
supposed to be behind the lines. For him, the dream was simply “Alec’s way of letting me
know what had happened.” To the SPR, the evidence suggested a standard case of
telepathy: “it seems…probably, as he suggests, that the dream was a piece of symbolic
imagery representing the fact telepathically conveyed to him, that his son had been killed
in the attack on the previous day.”98 Alec was an inspiring writer who contributed to Punch
during the war, and so one might wonder if Dr. Johnston saw the dream as another piece of
98

“Case L. 1212,” JSPR, 53-54, 56.

182
Alec’s writing from the front, its symbolism conveying a special message to an audience of
one. This experience was not just a dream but also an intimate last goodbye from a son to
his father.99
What is particularly notable about this case is that it is the only male-centred crisis
apparition published by the SPR during the war. Emotions are social codes, since where,
when, and how we express our emotions are often dictated by cultural norms, attitudes,
and values. It was feminine to cry in the trenches, but patriotic to show emotion at a
funeral.100 On the home front, bereaving Britons were under pressure to maintain an
Edwardian “stiff upper lip” in order to bolster the war effort.101 Although we cannot access
Dr. Johnston’s subjective emotional states, we can appreciate how he chose to express
them, that is, by sending his experiences to a fellow scientist, Oliver Lodge (who then
passed it on to the SPR), as evidence of telepathy.102 If Dr. Johnson was looking for
validation, Lodge was an obvious choice. This way, he was able to communicate and
confirm his experiences in a more respectable manner. The painful emotions associated
with the process of confrontation with his son’s death are hidden behind a telepathic case
study; they are all presented as objects of scientific knowledge.
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An Empire of Sensation
Dr. Johnston was one of many on the British Isles who confronted the difficulties of
uncertainty, anxiety and grief as their sons fought and died. The war also engulfed British
subjects across the globe, expanding the geographical reach of loss. As will be seen,
telepathy offered a solution to bridge the physical and not just emotional distance of war.
On 11 March 1918, an anonymous associate of the SPR, identified only as “Mrs. C.,”
sent word of the following experience:
In the early morning of Jan. 13th, 1918, my daughter V. had a vivid dream of
Arthur S., an old school-friend of her brother “G.” Upon leaving school, this
young fellow had gone out to Canada…Arthur S. had thus virtually gone out of
our lives, though he had written from time to time at rare intervals, the last
occasion being some two years ago, on the death of his friend “G.” to whom
he was much attached. We knew that neither he nor his brother had been
able to join the Army as they were running the homestead for their parents,
and considered this to be their first duty. In her dream, V. saw Arthur S. very
clearly, dressed in khaki…—she also heard him say—(by impression), “But I
can never forget my old friend ‘G.’” …Two days later, on the 15th of Jan., V.
received a letter from Arthur S... In it he told her of his father’s death a year
ago, which had set him free to join up; also that he had lately come to
England and had just got married. His letter ended with these words: “I often
think of my old friend ‘G.’ and keep his noble sacrifice before me…I never
forget ‘G’…”103
Mrs. C. stressed the value of the case by noting that, at the time of the dream, Arthur was
not at all on V.’s mind. She had never dreamt about him before nor did she have any
relationship with him outside of his friendship with her brother. As a psychical research
enthusiast, Mrs. C. made sure to record the experience in her journal and provided it to the
SPR, along with a copy of Arthur’s letter. This case of telepathy could not pass Inness’ test,
however, since the envelope was torn, making it impossible to verify the date.104
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If V.’s experience is notable, it is so for its mundaneness. McCorristine notes that
telepathic experiences do not contain those characteristics that made traditional ghost
stories exciting and terrifying. There is no vengeful ghost, no haunted house, and no
tormented soul. It was this banality that made them ideal candidates for psychical
researchers looking to avoid association with superstition. As he explains, such stories
meshed “firmly within the normality of everyday life.”105 The everyday life that informed
V.’s supernormal incident is that of a community of Britons on different continents. For
some, telepathy offered the possibility of improving imperial communications. This was the
opinion of journalist W.T. Stead, who believed that telepathy harboured the potential to
transform mass media across the British Empire. 106 Some experimented with mesmerism
on native populations in India, in an attempt to use their subliminal consciousness as an
instrument to communicate with other colonists.107 This could also serve as a form of
imperial control, subverting the passive colonial subject to the will of the colonizers.108 In
the case of V., telepathy was the symptom and channel of emotional networks united in an
empire at war.
Jay Winter reminds us that the British Empire was sustained not just through
shared political institutions but also demographics. Dominion nations such as Canada were
obligated to join Britain in war in August 1914, but the level of this commitment remained
undetermined. By the end of the war, 1.3 million men had served from British Dominions,

McCorristine, Spectres of the Self, 158.
Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 117-147.
107 Ibid., 152-53.
108 Western mesmerists also believed that they could enhance Eastern superstitions
surrounding trance (Alison Winter, Mesmerized, 187-212).
105
106

185
and 144,000 of them had died.109 Ancestral ties were especially significant in the initial
period of mobilization. Of the 30,617 Canadians that formed the First Contingent, 18,495
(60%) were British born.110 This reflected Canada’s status as a land of immigrants. Winter
estimates that between 1911 and 1914, approximately 1.5 million Britons lived in the
Dominions.111 For example, James Basil Green, immigrated to Canada in 1911 to work with
his cousins, leaving his sweetheart behind in England. When war was declared he returned
home but chose to enlist with the Canadians to serve alongside his friends from the
Canadian militia. During the interwar period he resettled in England, married his
sweetheart, and again served in the Second World War but this time for the British Home
Guard.112 Such examples point to the personal relations that connected empire. “What
made the empire, the Dominions, and the Commonwealth a reality,” Winter explains, “were
the family ties which bound core and periphery together.”113
Arthur S. enlisted much later than his fellow British immigrants. It would be absurd
to speculate on the reasons why, given how little we know about this anonymous soldier,
but a theme of V.’s dream is the communal bonds of empire. Arthur is portrayed as alone in
a distant land with nobody left to serve but his homeland. The memory of his friend’s
sacrifice compels him to service. V. does not just receive this news through the ordinary
channels of correspondence as the communion of empire is felt in the intimate space of
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telepathy. This telepathic experience is an expression and legitimatization of an empire
united by bonds in war that are transcendent.
V.’s dream was not a crisis apparition, but these occurred across the British Empire
during the war as well. The following case was particularly notable to the SPR because it
involved three separate individuals experiencing a single soldier’s death. The soldier in
question was Captain Eldred Wolferstan Bowyer-Bower of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC),
the only son of Florence Margaret and Captain Thomas Bowyer-Bower. Eldred was
reported missing on 19 March 1917, and his own father discovered his remains in May of
that year. At a séance with the medium Annie Brittain, Eldred’s fiancé, Æta Highett was
informed that Eldred’s half-sister in India, Dorothy Spearman “has the power to
communicate.” Upon further inquiry, Dorothy relayed the following experience:
Eldred was greatly on my mind when [my] baby was born, and I could only
think of him. On march 19th [sic], in the late part of the morning, I was sewing
and talking to baby…I had a great feeling I must turn round and did to see
Eldred; he looked so happy and…I was so glad to see him, and told him I
would just put baby in a safer place, then we could talk. ‘Fancy coming out
here,’ I said, turning round again, and was just putting my hands out to give
him a hug and a kiss, but Eldred had gone. ...At first I thought it was simply
my brain. Then I did think for a second something must have happened to
him and a terrible fear came over me. Then again I thought how stupid I was,
and it must be my brain playing tricks. But now I know it was Eldred, and all
the time in Church at baby’s christening he was there, because I felt he was
and know he was, only I could not see him. All the time I thought why do I
feel like this when Eldred is safe.114
Dorothy’s letter was written in January 1918, nearly a year after Eldred’s death. She never
told her husband because he did not believe in such phenomena, having dismissed reports
of apparitions on the home front. Despite the lack of documentation, the SPR was willing to
publish Dorothy’s experience. The date of the event could be verified given that it was the
114
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same day as her baby’s christening. “It was very unlikely that Mrs. Spearman’s memory
would deceive her on such a point,” the SPR reasoned. That the experience was so vivid
was also considered a point in its favour: “the apparition being so completely developed as
to make her think…that her brother was actually present in the flesh.”115
If Dorothy was hallucinating or lying, this was not considered. That was typical of
how psychical researchers treated the testimony of the upper and middle-class, but
Dorothy certainly claimed to have grappled with the veracity of what she had seen,
wondering if “it might be my own madness.” After all, Eldred had been on her mind that
day and she was reluctant to share the experience with her husband lest he accuse her of
credulity. It was the sitting with Brittain and Eldred’s fiancé that convinced her the
experience was real.116
There was also another reason that the SPR was confident in the story’s
authenticity. Two other people had intimations of Eldred’s death. The first came from
Eldred’s other sister, Cecily Chater. According to her testimony, her three-year-old child
declared one morning “Uncle Alley Boy [Eldred’s nickname] is downstairs.” This she
recorded in a letter to Florence Margaret, which as it turned out was received before the
War Office telegram (although no letter was provided to the SPR since it had been
destroyed). Cecily did not attach much meaning to the experience even after Eldred’s death,
attributing it to ordinary childish behaviour.117 For Eldred’s mother, however, it was
another thread in her growing interest in spiritualism.
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The final piece of evidence involved correspondence from a friend of Margaret
Florence. On 19 March 1917, the same day Edlred was killed, she received a letter stating,
“Something tells me you are having a great anxiety about Eldred. Will you let me know?”
According to her testimony to the SPR, Florence wrote back in bewilderment explaining
that “Eldred was fit and happy.” As she later explained, “a certain and awful feeling that he
was killed” had prompted the family friend’s anxiety.118
As in the case of Dr. Johnston, the experiences of Eldred’s family were underwritten
by uncertainty and feelings of anxiety, made worse by his status as missing and Dorothy’s
isolation in India. Like the case of “V.,” telepathy unified communal bonds across empire.
Dorothy was staying in a hotel in Calcutta, and according to Eldred’s fiancé, “did not of
course know of Eldred’s death or even that he was out in France again.” Eventually she
learned that he was missing but only through the newspapers. During this time she
remained mostly alone, since she had few acquaintances in Calcutta, and her husband was
absent for months afterwards. Her knowledge of events came not through official channels
but correspondence with Eldred’s step-mother. This proved crucial in the exchange of
telepathic experiences. Contrary to the cases of Marian Macklin and Dr. Johnston, and
perhaps reflecting her lack of previous knowledge, Dorothy never claimed any certainty
over Eldred’s well-being. Even after he had disappeared she “could not bring myself to
believe he had passed away.”119 Her vision was only constructed as a supernormal
experience after corresponding with family members on the other side of the world.
Dorothy’s vision was woven into a telepathic experience through the SPR’s
knowledge network and supported by interests in spiritualism on the British home front.
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This framework may have offered her social support to counter any fears of being labelled
mad or hysterical by her husband. It also validated the feeling that Eldred was really with
her, not only after he died but during a pivotal moment in their relationship, for Eldred was
chosen as her baby’s godfather and was to be present at the christening. Dorothy could
now claim that this was the case. The physical and emotional distance of a world war were
overcome when Eldred’s death was communally experienced by a family separated by war
and empire.
Phantasms of the Dead
Florence Margaret and Æta Highett continued to feel Eldred’s influence for some time. They
reported seeing vivid hallucinations of him at night, suggesting that the phenomena were
spiritual, not just telepathic.120 These phantasms of the dead had previously challenged
Gurney’s concept of telepathy and the haunting memory of the Great War’s fallen produced
new cases, causing people to confront their spiritual beliefs.
Telepathy reduced the psychology of loss to spectres. Subjective feelings and
memories were internal products of the mind but also demonstrated a real sympathy
between people at a distance.121 After accepting the scientific and secular concepts of
telepathy, people also tended to gravitate towards the spiritual. Myers demonstrated this
with his approval of survival after death in the 1890s. Arthur Conan Doyle cited his
acceptance of telepathy as a gateway to spiritualism. “If the mind…could operate at a
distance from the body,” he stated, “why then should it not exist on its own when the body
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was destroyed”?122 In this last section we will chart the transition from the secular
telepathic to the spiritual by examining the case of a mother attempting to explain in
psychical terms, her daughter’s confrontation with death.
“D.” was only three years old when her father was killed in October 1916. Her
mother, “Mrs. X.,” preferred to let her daughter believe that he was still in France, “taking
care of soldiers”123 One night, several days after her husband’s death, Mrs. X. was lying in
bed with D., when she sensed two figures standing beside her. They were discussing
whether Mrs. X. was ready to join her husband, and she recalled a strong desire to follow
him. D., who was still sleeping, suddenly interjected, “You won’t go away from me, will you,
Mummy?” Approximately two years later, Mrs. X. decided to explain to her daughter that
her father was dead. Afterwards his spirit haunted D., and she frequently saw and engaged
in conversations with him.124
Most of the soldiers who fought for Britain were single young men. The First
Conscription Act in 1916 initially excluded married men, and so males aged 15 to 24
represented the largest demographic in the British Army, including casualties.125 But the
number of fathers at the front was not insignificant and the war had a profound influence
on the family. Jay Winter found that over 350,000 children were left fatherless after the
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war.126 Even where death did not intrude, separation could exercise a malign influence. In a
father’s absence, familial relationships and domestic roles had to be sustained through
correspondence, and fathers often attempted to re-insert themselves into family affairs.
Given her age, D. must have spent a considerable part of her young life not knowing her
father. He was not someone physically present and was only accessible through her
mother’s mediation. Some fathers sent young children specialized letters to be read to
them out loud.127 The relationship between D. and her father would have only been
observable to Mrs. X. in this manner. The personality of the father as presented to the child
may have constituted something more infantile and emotional.
War affected the lives of children in various ways. Schools taught students what they
believed to be the most important lessons of the war.128 Children were also introduced to
various board games and other toys inspired by the war, and sometimes they played
“make-believe” war games.129 D. for example, liked to play “at being Daddy,” driving his
horses around in France.130 “Daddy” was therefore known from a distance and someone
who could be embodied and imagined.
J. Winter, The Great War and the British People, 273, Kennedy, The Children’s War, 18.
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Within the literature on psychical research, children could be interpreted as more
sensitive to the supernormal. Infancy, as observed in adult double personalities,
represented to Myers a disintegration of the personality and so the child double was
synonymous with the subliminal. Certain supernormal faculties originated in childhood
before they were forgotten.131 Given that their physical senses were not fully developed
and their personality less matured, they more closely represented the simplistic
consciousness on Myers’ spectrum. They resembled primitive humanity’s inability to
recognize and appreciate the supernormal and distinguish between subliminal and
supraliminal influences.132
Mrs. X. was an Associate of the SPR and theorized about the nature of her daughter’s
experiences. “Probably most children are just as much aware of the unseen world at that
age,” she wrote, “when their minds are so fresh.” Mrs. X. previously suspected that her
daughter was sensitive to telepathy. While her father was in France, D. described what he
was doing and thinking at the front, statements which proved accurate according to
subsequent correspondence.133 Some couples did engage in telepathic experiments during
the war. While one widow’s husband was still alive in France, the two chose 9 p.m. as a time
“to think hard of each other,” in order to establish a telepathic bond.134 The “Yoga Agency”
sold “‘Yoga’ Crystals” advertised to help those on the home front receive telepathic
messages from the battlefields while loved ones were in moments of crisis. It warned that
these thoughts could be left to expire in the subconscious. A “thought wave…intensified by
the knowledge of the instant severing of the ties of love and relationship, can transcend
Myers, Human Personality, v. I, xxix, 16-17, 346–47.
Ibid., 41.
133 “Hallucinatory and Other Experiences of A Young Child,” JSPR, 232.
134 Olive Field to Helen Salter, April 3, 1918, CUL, MS SPR34/19/02, 5, 7.
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time and space,” it advertised, claiming, “A ‘YOGA’ CRYSTAL will help enable YOU to
develop and read this message.”135 In the case of D., her mediated relationship with her
father at war was transcended through telepathy. They were in loving sympathy with one
another regardless of whether they could communicate personally. Their subjective loving
affection became objective knowledge in the form of a telepathic experiment in letters and
now her mother had found evidence that this relationship transcended death.
Some of D’s experiences could be interpreted as telepathic. Mrs. X. conjectured that
perhaps what D. saw as her father were really her mother’s thoughts telepathically
conveyed to her. Telepathy might explain why D. seemed aware that her mother was
speaking to spirits that night when they were lying in bed together. Both in liminal states of
consciousness, Mrs. X.’s visions were merely a dream that became impressed on her
daughter’s subconscious. Mrs. X. also confessed to being sceptical of spiritualism: “I may
say that I knew nothing of spiritualism—rather hated its jargon—had never read a book
about it, and rather laughed at it.” But telepathy was not sufficient to explain all of the
experiences, especially those of a physical nature. For example, D. seemed to be able to
interact with her father’s spirit. “When I touch it there’s no skin. I don’t know if it’s Daddy,
but I think it is,” she explained, and added, “I hope he doesn’t mind my finger going through
him. It doesn’t hurt him, does it?” Such incidents baffled Mrs. X., leading her towards
spiritual explanations. As she wrote to the SPR: “There does seem to have been something
more than [telepathy] at work.”136
This physical sympathy furthered D.’s role as a channel to her husband’s soul.
Wherever D. went, she seemed to bring her father’s spirit with her. When her mother was
135
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tending to her younger son, “P.” (born after her husband’s death), D. became upset that she
was not involved, stating, “Daddy can’t see P. unless we’re there.” D.’s sensitivity, which had
united the family in war, promised to do so even in the case of his death. Her experiences
also became more intimate and physical in nature. On one occasion, D. said “D’you know,
Mummy, Daddy’s so close to me I can’t help laughing…I believe he’s got right inside me;
don’t you feel him, Mummy? If you got right on top of me he might be able to hug us both.”
What role Mrs. X. had in fostering this belief can only be speculated, but it does appear that
she engaged with her daughter’s newfound interest in spirits. When D. asked her mother
why he only visited at night, Mrs. X. told her that he could come at any time, and that while
they were sleeping “part of us would go to him.”137 Still embodying her father, D. offered
Mrs. X. an opportunity to become closer to his spirit.
Perplexed by these experiences, Mrs. X. sought the help of the SPR community,
sending her story to the Journal in the hopes that someone could offer an explanation.138 If
the telepathic crisis apparitions had served the needs of Marian Macklin, Dr. George
Johnston and others, it offered little in the way of dealing with the haunting memories of
the war dead. Instead, the disembodied mind opened the door for discarnate personalities.
The affection established between Mrs. X., her husband, and their daughter was not severed
after death. Where Myers had ventured once before, so too did Mrs. X.
Conclusion
The story of Marian Macklin’s crisis apparition has survived in the family history. In its
present retelling there are subtle but important changes in the details. Marian’s apparition
137
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of David is said to have occurred while she was sitting on her veranda, not drifting in and
out of sleep, and there is no mention of his uniform.139 According to present-day standards,
the idea that Marian’s vision occurred in a semi-conscious state liable to hallucination
challenges its authenticity. In 1916 this detail was what gave the story its legitimacy. The
moment of shame that Marian feels when she sees her son in a Tommy’s uniform, reminds
us of the lost generation and those upper and middle-class families who sent their children
to fight and die motivated by the romantic illusions of combat. We have returned to that
other world that contrasts so sharply with our modern memory. It is typified by naïve
sciences and high ideals of patriotism of the nineteenth century. Pull on either of these
threads and the original meaning of Marian’s experience becomes untangled.
The hallucinatory and subconscious aspect was what gave these experiences their
objective contribution to psychological sciences, but also their subjective and emotional
being. That some tried to structure these phenomena into scientific knowledge indicates
the tension that these experiences elicited. As the case of Dorothy Spearman and Harold
Owen demonstrates, those who experienced a crisis apparition could wrestle over their
validity and meaning. As in the case of Mrs. X, an apparition could drive people towards
experimentation with spiritualism. The SPR’s framework of epistolary evidence allowed
wartime Britons to represent the subjective nature of affection during and after death into
something objective and tangible such as letters, just as they had done so while their loved
ones were still alive. As telepathic experiences, they were structured into coherent
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narratives that affirmed through scientific authority what they believed to be true but
struggled to validate.
We have also seen how these telepathic experiences were closely related to the
experience of empire and could be used to sustain the belief in a transcendental Imperial
British character and community that was affirmed in its sacrifices. But behind sacrifice for
community was the difficulty of accepting the extinction of the modern individual. That
David Mackin appears as Tommy Atkins—that universal British rank and file soldier—
instead of as a clearly defined individual (an officer no less) is interesting. Was he just
another British soldier mowed down in industrial warfare? Was this ghost really her son?
How did the privileged classes reconcile the anonymous slaughter of their children on the
battlefield? Letters from comrades and chaplains often did their best to emphasize the
heroic and gallant deeds of individual soldiers. The telepathic experience suggested an
individual agency bound by familial relationships that transcended death in modern war.
Their love, heroism, and sacrifice could manifest as a spectre beyond death that reaffirmed
their individuality and reinforced treasured narratives but also haunted the living. In the
next chapter we will see how the bereaved learned to live with the ghosts of the Great War
through the séance.
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Chapter Four
“The part of him you loved was eternal”: Death and Mourning in the Se ance
Room
Nea Walker was sensitive to noise in the spring of 1918. For several months now, Oliver
Lodge’s secretary and her sister Elsi had been attending séances with the medium Gladys
Osborne Leonard to contact various soldiers killed in the Great War. Among them was
Elsi’s sweetheart, 2nd Lieutenant Wilfrid Wayte, who served with the 103rd Brigade of the
RFA and died of wounds on 7 October 1917. When not in the séance room, Nea and Elsi
experimented with trance at home and engaged in automatic writing on a regular basis to
communicate with the war dead. With each passing session, their conviction that those
they had lost could break through the chasm between the spiritual and physical worlds was
strengthened. Elsi claimed she could feel Wilfrid’s presence and heard peculiar noises that
were described as “like the noise in a shell, and sometimes like distant bells.”1 That this
may have been Wilfrid was reaffirmed through Leonard’s séances, where it was explained
that he often visited Elsi in her bedroom and made noises to attract her attention.2 The
distance was great but the spirits, it seemed, were present and eager to be heard.
On the night of Good Friday, 29 March 1918, Nea thought she heard a spirit when
she was awoken by what sounded like “three or four taps” coming from the bedroom
fireplace. Curious, she reached out her right hand and according to her testimony to Oliver
Lodge, it “instantly…went perfectly cold. I did not feel any grip, but concluded that someone
had taken it.” Nea quickly fell back to sleep but the incident left a vivid impression. The two
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2 Nea Walker, "Sitting with Mrs. Leonard," December 28, 1917, CUL MS SPR34/24/6, 14, 30,
43, 60, Nea Walker, December 29 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/7, 10-11, 19.
1

198
sisters were sharing a bedroom while they visited their parents in Lampeter, and Nea
wondered if Wilfrid had come for Elsi.3 Further events during the weekend raised another
troubling possibility.
While engaging in automatic writing with Elsi on Saturday evening, Nea’s hand
veered left off the page leaving only a few muddled strokes. Surprised, she tried again but
placed her hand further to the right. This time the words “Mother tell her” were written
from right to left. When Nea asked who it was, her pencil wrote, “Me, Ted, Yes” [sic]. With
the events of the previous night on her mind, she enquired whether this was the same
spirit who had touched her? The reply was affirmative: “Yes, I came.” Nea and Elsi grew
anxious. Was this their dear friend and Wilfrid’s second-cousin Ted Pearce, who was
currently at the front during the German offensive? Nea had recently sent Ted a letter
informing him “if he did go over during the great push” that “he knew where to come to get
messages through.”4 After another attempt at contact that weekend, Nea advised Ted’s
spirit “to try not to worry” and “to work away with us,” in order to help his mother, Mary.5
Nea wrote to an already anxious Mary Pearce, enquiring about Ted’s wellbeing, as
only a few days prior, Nea had received a letter from her with the prophetic sentence,
“perhaps you may hear or know something of [Ted] before I do.”6 Nea kept her suspicions
secret, as she did not want to upset Mary, but the latter’s response was not reassuring.7 The
latest communication from Ted was a short note dated 21st March, the same day that the
Nea Walker, "Account of an Unverified Psychic Communication by N.W.," May 2, 1918,
Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/24, 1–2.
4 Ibid., 2-6.
5 Ibid., 10.
6 Mary E. Pearce to Nea Walker, March 28, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/25, 1.
7 Nea Walker, "Sitting with Mrs. Leonard at Datchet," April 19, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL,
MS SPR34/24/9, 47. Based on the advice of Oliver Lodge, she felt it wise to wait for
information to arrive via normal means.
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Germans launched their offensive on the Western Front. He informed his mother that he
was on the move and would not be able to write for some time. This letter had not arrived
until 1 April. Nea was left to wonder if Ted’s correspondence was in limbo or if he had been
killed.8 Absent any normal communication, she turned to the supernormal. Perhaps Ted’s
spirit was waiting on the other side. If the War Office could not divulge his fate, maybe the
séance could.
This chapter is about the séance and its relation to death and mourning during and
after the Great War. Jay Winter has noted that spiritualism represented a continuation of
Victorian spiritual practices.9 Many spiritualists in the interwar period such as Conan Doyle
and Oliver Lodge were associated with the movement prior to the war. This chapter is
mostly concerned with those Britons who were drawn to the séance because of the war.
Conan Doyle claimed that out of the 13 mothers he knew who communicated with their
sons, only one was acquainted with spiritualism before the war.10 The war created unique
challenges to conventional forms of commemoration and burial. Bodies were eviscerated
by industrial warfare and swallowed into the abyss of the earth.11 The ghosts of war
haunted the living as the spirits of anonymous soldiers appeared in séances across the
country just as their loved ones were deprived of their bodies. The medium Elizabeth
Cannock described how, in Kingston in 1919, she saw endless lines of soldiers revealing
Mary E. Pearce to Nea Walker, April 3, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/9, 1, Nea
Walker, May 2 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/24, 3, 15.
9 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, 54-55.
10 Conan Doyle, The New Revelation, 98.
11 The Imperial War Graves Commission (IWGC) was founded upon the principle of
“equality of treatment.” This meant that bodies were to be buried where they fell and that
headstones and cemeteries would follow a uniform design. See Lieut.-Colonel Sir Frederic
Kenyon, War Graves: How the Cemeteries Abroad will be Designed (London: Majesty’s
Stationary Office, 1918).
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themselves one-by-one, as she described their appearances aloud waiting for someone in
the audience to recognize them.12 Spiritualism’s wartime popularity has been
acknowledged many times by scholars, but we know little about what was said in these
gatherings. Spirits provided information about the circumstances of death, the fate of the
missing, and guidance on how to mourn.
Britain’s elite were unprepared to deal with the nature and consequences of death
in the Great War, but spiritualism made continuity possible. The individual personality of
the soldier survived and performed his role as son, sweetheart, brother, and husband. He
had a future in the afterlife where he progressed and contributed to the construction of a
spiritual science on earth. The rupture of identity has been a popular theme in Great War
scholarship. Eric Leed interprets the war experience as a rite of passage. On the front, men
entered a liminal zone between civilization and the wild, living and dead, man and machine,
and man and beast. Their return to civilized life made it difficult to integrate these
experiences into their civilized selves. He argues that “a deep and profound alteration of
identity had taken place.”13 Shell shock represented the most devastating example, and
historians have questioned the influence that mental and physical disabilities had on
masculinity. Recent scholarship has shown that civilian identities were sustained at the
front, allowing for reintegration, and that conservative attitudes towards gender survived
the war.14 Prewar identities could also survive the death of a loved one. Just as dynamic
Conan Doyle, History of Spiritualism v. 2, 235-36, “From the Lighthouse Window,” Light
39, no. 2008 (July 5, 1919): 215.
13 Leed, No Man’s Land, 1.
14 For masculinity see, Meyer, Men of War, Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male and
Deborah Cohen, The War Come Home: Disabled Veterans in Britain and Germany, 1914-1939
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). For women, see Susan Grayzel, Women and
the First World War (Abington: Taylor & Francis, 2013), 101-116.
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psychiatrists attempted to treat shell shock by reintegrating repressed memories into the
self, spiritualists reconciled who they were before the war by finding the soul of loved ones
in the subconscious of mediums. The re-establishment of prewar relationships was only
possible if social, as well as individual identities were continuous, and so soldier spirits and
grieving sitters reverted to familiar domestic dynamics. In this way, Britons were able to
maintain precarious relationships until they were prepared to bury the dead.
The Walker Family and the SPR
Interest in spiritualism has grown in the last few decades but only recently have historians
taken on the task of studying séances specifically.15 Part of the trouble is the lack of source
material, as most people did not document their sittings with mediums. In the first half of
the twentieth century, however, members of the SPR took considerable interest in Gladys
Osbourne Leonard. Their investigations into her mediumship, beginning in 1917, have left
behind a substantial record. This chapter incorporates séance transcripts featuring
Leonard and a community of Britons led by Nea Walker between 1917 and 1936.
Nea was the daughter of Hugh Walker, Professor of English and Philosophy at St.
David’s College in Lampeter. She was hired as Oliver Lodge’s secretary in the summer of
1915. At the time, she “knew nothing about” psychical research and was first introduced to
Leonard in early 1916.16 Nea began attending séances after the deaths of Jack Howell, a
friend of her other sister Damaris Walker, and Elsi’s sweetheart, Wilfrid Wayte. Wilfrid was
See for example Stan McMullin, Anatomy of the Séance, Robertson Science of the Séance,
and Claudie Massicotte, Trance Speakers: Femininity and Authorship in Spiritual Séances,
1850-1930 (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017).
16 Nea Walker, "N.W. & D.W. Sitting at Mrs. Leonard's," July 17, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL,
MS SPR34/24/4, 1, 28, 34-5, Nea Walker, “Obituary: Sir Oliver Lodge, F.R.S. and Sir J.J.
Thomson, O.M., F.R.S.,” PSPR 46, no. 163 (1940-1941): 218-223.
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the son of a medical doctor from Croydon and had met Elsi through his second cousin Ted
Pearce, whose mother, Mary Pearce, was one of the Walkers oldest and closest friends.17
Elsi and Nea in turn introduced the Wayte family as well as Ted and Mary Pearce to
spiritualism after Wilfrid’s death.18
That these séances were documented and survived is due to the social background
of those involved. Nea’s association with the SPR helped ensure the survival of her records.
Of course, they provide only a narrow portrait of spiritualism. They focus mostly on the
mediumship of Leonard, who was only one of many mediums operating in Britain at the
time. They are also class-biased, since Leonard’s clientele was drawn from the upper
echelons of British society and included the writer Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall, the
philosopher L.P. Jacks, and the politician Gerald Balfour.19 The collections of séances
surrounding the Walker investigations are valuable as they include various sitters and
mediums, allowing for a broader perspective. Wilfrid’s mother Constance, his sister
Dorothy, and his brother Jack, all attended sittings, and the group conducted séances with
the mediums Elizabeth Cannock, Annie Brittain, and Violet Ortner (later Violet WarrenElliot), among others.
Nea Walker, “N.W. Group Portion of the Leonard Sitting of 13 June 33,” June 13, 1933,
Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/25/15, 4. Biographical details provided in the notes to this
séance.
18 Nea Walker, April 19, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/9, 9, 16. Details
regarding Ted’s involvement with spiritualism are vague but Nea noted that he had
occasionally taken part in the Walker’s communications with Wilfrid and had read
Raymond but as far as she knew had never been to a medium.
19 Marguerite Radclyffe Hall documented her experiences with Leonard in a paper for the
SPR. See Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall and Una Troubridge, “On A Series of Sittings with Mrs.
Osborne Leonard,” PSPR 30, no. 78 (December 1919): 339–453. Transcripts of sittings with
Jacks and Balfour are available in the SPR archives. See Helen Salter, “Sitting with Mrs.
Leonard,” April 5, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/22/4 and Una Troubridge, “Mr.
Gerald Balfour’s Sitting,” February 5, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/20/2.
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The Walker séances were conducted to both relieve personal grief and to further
investigations into the supernormal. Wilfrid’s death coincided with Nea’s introduction to
psychical research. As Oliver Lodge’s “psychic secretary,” she transcribed and sent him
various séances for his consideration. After the war, she acted as an investigator in her own
right, using her connections with Leonard to help grieving Britons contacting Lodge for
assistance.20 She wrote two books in the interwar period to demonstrate how spiritualism
could help the bereaved.21 Her investigations were analyses of séance dialogues. If a
medium provided information about the deceased that the sitters believed could not have
been obtained by normal means, then a spiritual or psychical explanation was presumed.
The Walkers approached séances in a different manner than what one might expect
from the general public. For example, Elsi and Nea grew irritated at mediums when they
“fished” for information. This is a cold-reading tactic whereby mediums pose seemingly
innocent questions designed to gather information from unsuspecting sitters.22 A
distinction between more careful and novice sitters is apparent during Constance Wayte’s
second sitting with Leonard, in which she murmured the name “Ted” in reference to a
description of someone close to Wilfrid at the front. This had to be recorded in the notes, as
any subsequent mention of “Ted” could not be used as evidence of supernormal

Walker, “Obituary: Sir Oliver Lodge,” PSPR, 218-223.
See Nea Walker, The Bridge: A Case for Survival (London: Casell and Company, 1927) and
Through a Stranger’s Hand (London: Hutchinson, 1935).
22 Nea was especially critical of the medium Miss Bacon on this point, indicating that she
would not recommend her to novice sitters because of her constant “fishing” (Nea Walker,
“E.W. & N.W. Sitting with Miss Bacon at 131 Castellian Mansions” April 20, 1918, Leonard
Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/1, 1-2, 4, 7). The same criticism was communicated by Nea to
Lodge regarding the medium Hester Dowden (formally Hester Travers Smith) (Nea Walker
to Sir Oliver Lodge, March 30, 1932, Lodge Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/400, 2).
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communication.23 Unlike Constance, when Nea suspected that Wilfrid’s spirit was speaking
about Ted on 19 April 1918, she refrained from mentioning his name for clarification, since
she would prefer “to come away with less knowledge than to risk giving away anything.”24
According to Nea, Constance also showed a lack of appreciation of finer details. Nea
once complained that she could not get the Wayte family to comment on potentially
evidential matters as they failed “to realize the value of small points.”25 This may speak for
a preference within the wider public for more direct evidence rather than the careful
weaving together of information that characterized SPR investigations. After analyzing a
poor sitting between the Walkers and Brittain, the psychical researcher J. Arthur Hill
complained that public mediums tried too hard to sell themselves and avoided awkward
silences. “The ordinary sitter wants quantity for his money,” he observed.26 It is important
to remember that the transcripts analyzed here cannot serve as a universal standard that
applied to everyone who attended séances during and after the war. For this reason,
comparisons are drawn to other examples outside of the Walker group.
Despite certain drawbacks and limitations, these transcripts provide a unique
perspective into the nature of the séance. They are as close to an accurate record as was
possible before audio recording. Most séances were transcribed in shorthand, allowing for

Nea Walker, "Sitting at Mrs. Leonard's," December 31, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS
SPR34/24/8, 30-31, 36. In another example, on 19 April 1918, Nea mistakenly referred to
Elsi by name in front of Leonard. She felt obligated to make a note so as not to confuse the
subsequent use of Elsi’s name as evidence of supernormal abilities (Nea Walker, April 19,
1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/9, 1).
24 Nea Walker, April 19 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/9, 42.
25 Nea Walker, December 31, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/8, 4
26 J. Arthur Hill to Nea Walker, August 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/2, 1-2.
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precise documentation. 27 Once they were transliterated, they were sent to others present
at the sitting to ensure accuracy. From there, they were shared with individuals who knew
the alleged spirits in life for validation and further commentary. This means they represent
discourses, not just replications, and highlight the ways in which the séance was a fluid
event, impacted by subsequent developments. It is crucial to remember that séance
dialogue might only gain significance days or weeks later. Attention to evidential matters
also reflects spiritualism’s allure as an empirical religion. If analyzed carefully with their
purpose and social context considered, they are a valuable source for this study. They can
provide a sense of what people sought to achieve in séances, what was spoken to them and
how they were consoled. Just as significantly, they reveal how strangers managed to
convince sitters that they were communicating with the dead, individuals they had once
known intimately.

In the transcripts of December 29 and 31, 1917, Nea notes that they were done in
shorthand (Nea Walker, December 29, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/7, 1 and
Nea Walker, December 31, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/8, 1). Her original
shorthand notes for 7 May 1927 also survive (Nea Walker, “NW Leonard 7 May 27,” May 7,
1927, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/25/6). There were a few instances when someone
other than Nea recorded the séances, including Dorothy Wayte and Elsi Walker, and it is
unlikely they were done using shorthand. These transcripts are clearly identified by their
authors in subsequent notes.
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Figure 4.1. Nea Walker's original shorthand notes of a séance conducted on 7 May 1927.
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How to Discover A Spirit
In order to understand how sitters found the dead in the séance room and communicated
with them, it is important to examine the form of spirit communications and the logic that
made sense of them. Séances developed according to who was sitting with whom and for
what purpose. There were different styles of mediumship. Some mediums spoke through a
trumpet, emitted ectoplasm, grew phantom limbs, manifested walking spirits, played
musical instruments from a distance, and levitated. The Walkers did not study physical
phenomena, although they did show a brief interest in spirit photography in the 1920s.28 In
the aftermath of the Great War, their objective was to establish communion with specific
individuals and provide evidence of the survival of personality.
The séances analyzed in this chapter were from “trance mediums” whose séances
followed a typical pattern. The two essential components were the “sitter(s)” and the
“medium.” Sitters were present to establish communication with the dead and the medium
acted as the gateway to the other world. Once in trance, the medium’s consciousness gave
way to discarnate personalities. These could be divided into two main types. The most
common trance personality was the “control,” said to be a spirit guide that communicated
with the living. Mediums usually had distinct controls with unique characteristics, patterns
of speech, and personal histories. William Stainton Moses had 84 controls including
historical figures such as Plato, Benjamin Franklin, and Beethoven.29 The famous medium

Sessions were conducted with the spirit photographer Ada Deane in 1923. See Nea
Walker, “Sitting with Mrs. Deane for Photography,” May 5, 1923, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS
SPR34/24/21 and Nea Walker, “Sitting with Mrs. Deane. 8th Sept. 1923. 10.30 a.m.,”
September 8, 1923, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/22.
29 A list of his controls can be found in A.W. Trethewy, B.A., The “Controls” of Stainton Moses
(“M.A. Oxon.”) (London: Hurst & Blackett LTD., 1923), 21-23.
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Leonora Piper, in turn adopted Moses as one of her own after his death.30 If the control was
not the desired communicator, then séances included a second type of discarnate
personality. These additional “spirits” did not communicate to the sitters directly, but
instead used the control as an intermediary.
Not every spiritualist communication met these conditions. Some made contact with
spirits without an intermediary control.31 Sometimes the spirit being sought by sitters was
the control, and spoke directly through the medium in a trance state, which was called
“personal control.” Leonard and Ortner occasionally used personal controls of Wilfrid,
adopting a voice that sounded masculine and which the sitters identified as similar to
Wilfrid’s.32 Communication could also be achieved through automatic writing, a crystal ball,
Ouija board, or simply a table. Nea engaged in automatic writing frequently and she and her
other sister, Damaris, experimented with a crystal ball in 1923.33 The only compulsory
conditions for successful communications were a participant for input and a material or
human medium for output. Despite some exceptions, the majority of the Walkers’ séances
involved sitter(s), medium, control, and spirit(s).
W.H. Salter, Trance Mediumship: An Introductory Study on Mrs. Piper and Mrs. Leonard
(Society for Psychical Research, 1950), 8, 16.
31 The Walkers encountered this method with Cannock and the medium Miss Pearson.
Cannock did have a control but not during this sitting. Nea referred to Cannock’s methods
here as “normal clairvoyance” (Nea Walker, "Sitting at Mrs. Cannock's," December 31, 1917,
CUL SPRMS34/26/4, 2). Miss Pearson's state was labeled "semi-trance" (Nea Walker, “N.W.
at Miss Pearson’s” July 20, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/13, 15).
32 Leonard first conducted a personal control of Wilfrid on 29 December 1917 (Nea Walker,
December 29, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/7, 2, 7-8). Between May and
October 1918 Ortner began doing personal controls of Wilfrid, and Leonard seems to have
abandoned the practice around this time. It was identified in the notes of October 20th, that
Ortner's control was far superior and that the Walkers had intended to stop trying with
Leonard (Elsi Walker and Nea Walker, “Elsi Sitting at Mrs. Leonard’s, at Datchet,” October
20, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/10, 15).
33 Damaris and Nea Walker, “Mrs. P. Using Crystal,” March-May, 1923, Leonard Papers, CUL,
MS SPR34/26/21.
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Leonard developed personal controls with a
few sitters, but she primarily used a single
control known as Feda, who became as well
known as the medium herself. Leonard’s
biographer, Suzy Smith, proclaimed that Feda
was “one of the most discussed figures in
psychical research.”34 She was allegedly the
great-great-grand-mother of Gladys. An EastIndian by birth, she married an Englishman at
13 and died a year later during childbirth.
Those familiar with Feda identified her as a
Figure 4.2. Nea Walker photographed by the spiritphotographer Ada Deane in 1923.

distinct personality. Smith contrasted the

“gentle, sweet, and quiet” Gladys with the “lively, shrewd, and sometimes noisey” Feda.35
Una Troubridge, who by 1922 had sat with Leonard over 180 times, described Feda as
ignorant of basic norms. She once tossed Leonard’s wedding ring into the fire and
suggested a sitter burn her hair so that it could be replaced with something more attune to
Feda’s liking.36
Communications in a typical trance séance included descriptions of a spirit’s
physical attributes and personal characteristics as well as references to places, people, and
events. A medium would often list names or letters of the alphabet associated with a spirit

Susy Smith, The Mediumship of Mrs. Leonard (New York: University Books, 1964), 43.
Smith, Mediumship of Mrs. Leonard, 19-20, 51.
36 Una Troubridge, “The Modus Operandi in So-Called Mediumistic Trance,” PSPR 32, no. 84
(1922): 353–4.
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and try to demonstrate knowledge of something known only to the deceased or the sitter.37
One of the key pieces of evidence presented by Oliver Lodge in Raymond was the
description of a previously unknown group photograph taken at the front. Further
investigations confirmed the photograph’s existence and details.38 The favoured method
when investigating trance mediums was cross-correspondence. This process involved the
sharing of transcripts with a community of researchers attending unrelated séances, and
with separate mediums. If similar messages could be found, it indicated the presence of an
identity independent from the mediums and sitters. The messages about Raymond’s group
photograph for example, came from both Leonard and Alfred Vout Peters, suggesting to
Oliver Lodge and his wife Mary, that Raymond’s personality had survived bodily death.
The form and content of séances must also be considered within their cultural
context. A séance between Elsi, Nea, and the medium Miss Bacon held on 20 April 1918
helps demonstrate the various factors involved. The sitting itself was judged to be a failure
as Bacon spent most of the time fishing, guessing names with little success, and making
inaccurate statements. Despite Nea’s criticism of Bacon, she determined that some of the
medium’s powers were genuine based on a few observations. For example, she described
feeling a “sort of electricity…in the room” and “heard a very distinct buzzing” that she
sometimes noticed when engaging in spiritualist communications.39 These comments
reflected the association between spiritualism, psychical research, and modern physics and
technology. Walter Wynn recalled that when he visited the trumpet medium Susannah
Harris, although the voice emanating from the trumpet “was not exactly like Rupert’s,” he
Troubridge, “The Modus Operandi in So-Called Mediumistic Trance,” PSPR, 367–68.
Lodge, Raymond, 105-116.
39 Nea Walker, April 20, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/1, 2.
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“made allowance for this, because I have noticed on a telephone that it is often difficult to
detect the voices of your most intimate friends. How much more difficult, probably,
through this trumpet.”40 Twentieth-century communication technology legitimized and
helped explain psychic and spiritual phenomena.
Another reason Nea supposed Bacon was genuine was that Wilfrid did seem to be
present. The Walkers were satisfied that they had contacted Wilfrid, however briefly,
because Bacon not only identified him by name but also stated that he had career
ambitions, that he was determined, that he rarely failed, and was successful in life. He was
also very clever and organized. All of this was true, Nea Walker observed, since “he had got
on very well, was very clever, and would never have been anywhere but at the top in
whatever he did. He was also a ‘born organizer.’”41
Nea placed most of the blame for the poor sitting on the control “Sunbeam,” who she
described as “very dictatorial,” arrogant, and “a conceited…person.” She found it difficult to
discern the difference between Sunbeam and the medium, as the former’s “voice and
phrasing were remarkably like Miss Bacon’s…[whose] rather strong personality may have
something to do with it… she may not be able to set herself aside sufficiently.” Nea’s
concern was that Bacon’s conscious self was still active in the proceedings. She wondered if
Bacon was “shamming” the control or if Sunbeam was a secondary personality.42
Nea’s comments about Bacon highlight the importance of fin-de-siècle conceptions of
the self and consciousness. As noted earlier, psychical researchers’ interests overlapped
with French neurologists studying multiple personality. Ian Hacking argues that these
Wynn, Rupert Lives! , 165.
Nea Walker, April 20, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/1, 16, 36.
42 Ibid., 1-2, 4.
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latter cases emerged historically as the soul became the psyche—an object of scientific
study. Once people began studying the sciences of memory, cases of split personalities
emerged. The Enlightenment notion of the soul or self as a chain of memories and
perceptions was challenged by these developments. The patients of Pierre Janet manifested
radically different characters in altered states of consciousness. These personalities were
dissociated from one another’s memories. It was as if the individuals studied had two
selves or two souls. The line between multiple personalities and mediums were often
blurred. Janet for example, used automatic writing so that he could communicate with his
patients’ waking and trance personalities simultaneously.43 The secondary personality was
associated with the subconscious and was accessible through hypnotism and trance.
Spiritualists went even further, arguing that these phenomena were spiritual not just
psychological in nature. In effect, they reintroduced the “soul” into the “psyche.”
The similarities between controls and cases of multiple personality were not lost on
psychical researchers. In the 1930s, Whatley Carington conducted a series of word
association tests on mediums, including Leonard, to determine if controls were secondary
personalities. A list of stimulus words was read aloud to Leonard who was instructed to
respond as quickly as possible. The test was first conducted while she was in a conscious
state and repeated while under control. Influenced by Jung’s work on word associations,
Carington hypothesized that if controls were secondary personalities, the reactions in both
states should be similar since, although the conscious memories of split personalities were
dissociated from one another, each word would be associated with shared unconscious

43

Crabtree, Mesmer to Freud, 311.
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complexes.44 He concluded that Feda was a secondary personality of Leonard, “probably
formed round a nucleus of repressed material.”45 His primary data were reaction times,
under the assumption that delayed reaction indicated a word had special meaning. He
observed that Feda’s responses “had a strong Oriental flavour,” but he dismissed this as
easily attributable to “Leonard’s own conscious or subconscious knowledge” given the
simplicity of the terms.46 By incorporating word association tests, Carington was hoping to
move the problem of spirit controls out of the “witness box” and into the “laboratory.”47
When Carington first proposed his word association test in 1921, Nea and Elsi
Walker were in their fourth year of séances with Leonard, and operating in the witness
box.48 Like Carrington, they were attempting to separate and compartmentalize identities
emanating from the medium. However, their efforts were influenced by Janet and William
James rather than the works of Jung. During a sitting with Leonard on 29 December 1917, it
was established through a personal control of Wilfrid, that his mother would come to the
next séance.49 Two days later, the sitting began with Wilfrid as the control. When the voice
asked “Elsi” if his mother was there, this was identified as significant since only Wilfrid
knew about the arrangements while Leonard or Feda were not informed, nor did they
know Elsi’s name.50 This was taken as evidence that the identity was Wilfrid, and it relied
Whatley Carington, “The Quantitative Study of Trance Personalities I,” PSPR 42, no. 136
(1934): 173–183.
45 Whatley Carington, “The Quantitative Study of Trance Personalities II,” PSPR 43, no. 141
(1935), 410.
46 Carington, “Trance Personalities II,” PSPR, 410.
47 Carington, “Trance Personalities I.,” PSPR, 173.
48 Carington first made the proposal in 1921, although his name was then Whatley Smith.
See Whatley Smith, “A Suggested New Method of Research,” PSPR 31, no. 81 (1921): 401–
412.
49 Nea Walker, December 29, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/7, 3-4, 13, 18-20.
50 Nea Walker, December 31, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/8, 2.
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on the presumption that the controls called Wilfrid and Feda, were dissociated from
Leonard and had their own streams of consciousness.
The ability to distinguish the identity of the communicator from personalities in the
séance room was a requisite for any spiritualist believer, even if the questions, methods
and energy spent to get there varied. The Reverend Charles Drayton Thomas believed that
Feda’s use of “Oriental language” was an indication that she was a distinct personality, even
if Carington’s criteria were more rigorous.51 Books such as Raymond and Claude’s Book
contain letters written by the soldiers while they were alive as well as biographical
information in order to familiarize readers with their personalities.52 In Raymond, Oliver
Lodge deciphers a cryptic literary allusion that indicates the survival of his son’s
personality. While serving at the front, Raymond often sent his father acrostic puzzles; a
habit apparently extended after his death in the form of séance communications.53 In
Grenadier Rolf, Ellen Little gradually discovers Rolf’s personality through various mediums.
After first attending séances with Peters, Little recalled that, at a sitting with Brittain,
“Rolf’s own personality became clearer still.” She was particularly impressed that the spirit
mentioned relatives using Rolf’s personal nicknames.54
Trance mediumship had two benefits. From the perspective of the medium, it
helped distance the sitter from the spirits. As Lodge admitted, the control enabled “the
investigator to be lenient to defects and to excuse modes of expression and

Reverend Charles Drayton Thomas to Whatley Carington, November 25, 1933, in
Whatley Carington Papers, Correspondence, 1933-34, CUL MSPR11/1.
52 Lodge, Raymond, 3-82, Kelway-Bamber, Claude’s Book, 115-149.
53 Lodge, Raymond, 19-21, 25, 51, 90-104.
54 Little, Grenadier Rolf, 38.
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misunderstandings and the like.”55 For the sitters, it was important because it helped
psychical researchers achieve what Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison call a “scientific
self,” in which human subjectivity is overcome in the pursuit of objective science.56 The aim
was to subvert the influence of the conscious subjective self. When Nea attempted to
develop her own mediumistic powers in 1918, she refused to engage in sittings with Elsi
over fears that she could not suppress her own personality.57 Damaris’ forays into
professional mediumship in the 1920s appear to have been abandoned due to similar
problems, and Elsi was initially unsure whether the noises she heard were from Wilfrid or
her own imagination.58 “It’s so difficult” she told Wilfrid’s spirit on one occasion, adding
that she did not want to be too credulous.59 Spiritualists and psychical researchers
underestimated their level of influence on the proceedings, but the medium as a stranger
was an evidential selling point. After Cynthia Asquith’s brother, Yvo Allen Charteris, was
killed in 1916, her mother went to a medium under “the theory that the middle-man may
still be necessary for communication—more on account of Yvo than Ego.”60

Oliver Lodge, “Reply to a Question from an Old Lady, Who on reading Raymond is puzzled
by the Perpetual Youth of Feda,” n.d., Lodge Papers, CUL MS SPR35/1141.
56 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007), 37-44.
57 Nea Walker, December 28, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/6, 38-40.
58 Damaris conducted several experimental trance séances as a medium between February
and April, 1923 in the Walker sisters’ home. In one of her last recorded sittings, it was
noted that Hugh Walker (their father) had to stop doing sittings with Damaris because her
mediumship was too fragile, and it was also observed that Damaris, “could hear herself
speaking in patches” (Nea Walker, “E.W. and D.W.,” April 7, 1923, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS
SPR34/26/19, 2,4). Damaris’ struggles with trance were the topic of a séance with Leonard
in May 1923 and there was talk about whether or not she should continue (Nea Walker,
“N.W. at Mrs. Leonard’s,” May 5, 1923, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/21, 10-14, 1925).
59 Nea Walker, December 29, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/7, 5-7.
60 Lady Cynthia Asquith, Diaries: 1915-1918 (London: Hutchinson, 1968), 236.
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Mediums could be quite convincing if they were able to capture the personality of a
spirit unknown to them. During their first sitting with Cannock, Nea observed:
Wilfrid’s presence [and] personality was very vivid indeed. It is very difficult
to convey this in the notes, but we all there felt it…Mrs. C. seemed to be in
touch with the Wiflrid we all knew and did not appear to leave traces of her
own personality…We all came away feeling we certainly had been with
Wilfrid.61
The experience could be emotionally moving. Walter Wynn considered the possibility that
controls were just secondary personalities but during a séance with Mrs. Wesley Adams he
was struck by the medium’s accurate description of his son. 62 When Rupert’s spirit
proclaimed, “that is my father, my guide, my teacher, my dear old Pa, I love him,” Wynn was
so shaken that he had to stop the proceedings. Even as he wrote about the experience later,
he explained that “the scene is so real to me as I write that I tremble with emotion.”63
These feelings were often triggered by memories of the dead, and relationships
were re-established through remembrance in the séance room. After Dorothy and
Constance Wayte sat with Leonard on 17 December 1918, Dorothy noted that the pace of
the dialogue was very characteristic of her brother. It reminded her of a time a few years
before he died when he visited her for a weekend. “We talked for about three hours on end
or more in just the same rapid way,” she explained, as he disembarked “himself of all his
news, impressions [and] ideas.”64 Nearly the exact opposite characterization of Wilfrid as
“shy and reserved” was given by Cannock and affirmed by Nea, highlighting how much
one’s view depended upon individual memories of the dead. “He’s extremely sensitive,” the
Nea Walker, December 31, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/4, 2.
Wynn, Rupert Lives!, 120. The medium J.J. Vango objected to the idea based on the fact
that his control, Sunflower, was a woman.
63 Ibid., 148-49.
64 Dorothy Wayte, "Notes by Dorothy Wayte," December 17, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS
SPR34/24/5, 4.
61
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medium kept repeating in frustration, complaining that she could not “get to him as I want
to.” Nea labeled this as “appropriate.” Jack was also impressed with how Cannock’s
dialogue matched Wilfrid’s personality on earth, specifically that Wilfrid saw his older
brother as a father figure.65 Nea commented, and Jack agreed, that the sitting was “a
wonderfully good word picture of Wilfrid in look and in character.”66
It is easy to dismiss spiritualist pursuits as part of a credulous “will to believe.” The
experiences above indicate that some sitters struggled to separate a desire for contact with
evidential proof. The survival of the other necessitated a subversion of the self, but
paradoxically, communion was founded upon shared memories. The medium and trance
state offered the best chance of clear evidence, since information coming from a stranger or
the unconscious suggested an independent identity. Modern technology and conceptions of
the self provided both precedents as well as a certain level of imperfection in the
communications. Once the survival of the personality was demonstrated, this opened the
door to consoling messages for the bereaved and a continuity of relationships.

65
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Nea Walker, December 31, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/4, 10, 18-20.
Ibid., 30.
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Figure 4.3. Gladys Osbourne Leonard circa.1917.
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“The missing, but not the lost”: Information and Consolation
During a sitting with Cannock on 29 March 1918, Dorothy and Jack Wayte were informed
that Wilfrid could not attend the séance because he was “with his cousin on the front” who
was in danger.67 When Mary Pearce was informed of this development, she relayed the
information to Nea and asked if she “had anything relating to the sitting or to Ted by
writing or other means?”68 Mary was desperate for information. By 24 April she still had no
official news. Inquiries made to the War Office provided no help.69 All she could do was
“hope his letters are delayed in coming and I must just go on waiting till news does come.”70
Nea Walker was doing what she could to unravel the mystery but she suspected the
worst. In a séance with Leonard, she learned that Wilfrid was reunited with a newly passed
spirit whom he was “awfully pleased” to see again.71 At a sitting with Miss Bacon on 20
April, she was informed that Wilfrid was with his cousin who was missing but had recently
passed away in the war. He was described as slender and tall with a thin nose and firm jaw.
This was an accurate description of Ted, and it confirmed her suspicion that her friend was
dead.72 Nea’s fears were finally corroborated on 1 May. Mary received news from a
chaplain informing her that Ted was killed at Cambrai on 21 March. “The last that was seen

Nea Walker, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/24, 14-15.
Mary E. Pearce to Nea Walker, April 3, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/9, 1.
69 Nea Walker, April 19, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/9. Jack Wayte, who
served in the RAMC, contacted the War Office on her behalf. For details of his war record
and life, see his obituary, “Dr. J. W. Wayte,” The British Medical Journal 2, no. 4903 (1954):
1553.
70 Mary E. Pearce to Nea Walker, April 25, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/25.
71 Nea Walker, April 19, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/9, 6.
72 Nea Walker, April 20, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/1, 23.
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of him was leading his men quite cheerfully into the battle,” she explained to Nea, “and he
was bright and cheerful.”73
Mary Pearce and Nea Walker were only two of many Britons who turned to
spiritualism for information about missing soldiers. Spiritualism did not emerge out of the
Great War, but the challenges that the conflict created for conventional death rituals
contributed to its popularity. Scholars have found that the very diverse forms of personal
expressions of grief and memorialization in the late nineteenth century were characterized
by an individualism and materiality.74 During the First World War, families were deprived
of these practices. Not only was there no physical local burial site, but death was also
nationalized. The Imperial War Graves Commission’s (IWGC) decreed an “equality of
treatment.” All of Britain’s dead would be memorialized in the same fashion regardless of
their rank or background. Those who could afford to repatriate their dead or erect custom

Mary E. Pearce to Nea Walker, May 1, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/26/25.
For example, Sarah Tarlow’s localized study of death, grief and mourning in Orkney
Islands noted the same trends identified by A. Cannon’s study of Cambridgeshire. Both
scholars identified a growing preoccupation with attempting to differentiate the deceased
individual from surrounding monuments and tombstones. See Sarah Tarlow, Bereavement
and Commemoration: An Archaeology of Mortality (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1999),
122-123, 132-33, and A. Cannon, “Socioeconomic Change and Material Culture Diversity:
Nineteenth Century Grave Monuments in Rural Cambridgeshire” (PhD diss., Cambridge
University, 1986). The turn to more personal expressions of loss amongst the middle class
in the late nineteenth century also contrasted with the extravagant displays of wealth and
status amongst the upper classes of the early Victorian period. See James Stevens Curl, The
Victorian Celebration of Death (Trowbridge and London: Redwood Press, 1972).
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gravesites were denied the opportunity.75 The séance on the other hand was personal, and
as we will see in the next chapter, spirit photography offered a material component.
The séance also substituted for a body. Ted Pearce is one of hundreds of thousands
of British soldiers with no known grave in France. By the end of the war, over 900,000 men
from the British Empire had been killed and only about half of these bodies were ever
identified. Bodies that could not be identified were buried with the epitaph “Known Unto
God” and the names of hundreds of thousands of missing soldiers were etched in stone on
monuments across the former battlefields.76 Those on the home front compensated for the
lack of a physical gravesite by erecting local monuments. The Cenotaph and the Tomb of
the Unknown Warrior served as universal gravesites.77 In the interwar period, Britons and
subjects of the British Commonwealth also conducted pilgrimages to France.78 Those
unable to afford the costs of travel relied on surrogate forms of mourning.79
The historian Thomas Lacqueur positions these innovative responses to death
within the historical and anthropological literature on burial practices. He argues that the
sacredness of mortal remains has transcended time, place, and religious beliefs. According
to Lacqueur, to infuse human remains with meaning is a foundation of civilization,
Frederick Kenyon noted that, if memorialization was left to individual effort, “the total
result would be one of inequality, haphazard and disorder. The cemetery would become a
collection of individual memorials, a few good, but many bad, and with a total want of
congruity and uniformity. The monuments of the more well-to do would overshadow those
of their poor comrades; the whole sense of comradeship and of common service would be
lost” (Kenyon, War Graves, 7).
76 Thomas Lacqueur, The Work of the Dead: A Cultural History of Mortal Remains (Princeton
and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015), 447-488.
77 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, 102-105. See also Gregory, The Silence of Memory.
78 See David W. Lloyd, Battlefield Tourism: Pilgrimage and the Commemoration of the Great
War in Britain, Australia and Canada (A&C Black, 1998).
79 Bart Ziino, A Distant Grief: Australians, War Graves, and the Great War (Perth: University
of Western Australia Press, 2007), 5.
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representing humanity’s ascension from nature to culture. Attempts to treat mortal
remains as simple matter have consistently failed.80 For example, cremation was designed
to disenchant the dead body by reducing it to base elements, and yet, modern societies
graft sacred meaning and identities onto ashes. Burial had long been viewed as necessary
for resurrection, but some Christians accommodated cremation. Combining the Anglican
Book of Common Prayer with scientific naturalism, Sir Henry Thompson stated, “never
could the…touching words ‘ashes to ashes, dust to dust,’ be more appropriately uttered
than over a body about to be consigned to the furnace.”81 As Lacqueur observes, “We are
still enchanted.” This is because biological death is distinguishable from social death.
“Death in culture takes time,” explains Lacqueur, “because it takes time for the rent in the
social fabric to be rewoven.”82 Without a body, other representations of mortal remains
must take its place, including ashes or monuments. Funeral rites for middle- and upperclass Britons involved a viewing of the dead body so that the bereaved could come to terms
with the fact of death.83 This practice was denied during the war, and made worse by the
amount of missing soldiers. The séance can be located within the process of social death,
serving as a surrogate ritual in which death was acknowledged but denied, and where the
living dead could help the bereaved transition to a world without them.84
Lacqueur, The Work of the Dead, 8-9. Lacqueur’s thesis is meant to be cross-cultural but
the author only uses sources and examples from Western Europe, particularly Britain.
Lacqueur over-extends his thesis, but for the purposes of this dissertation, his findings are
helpful given his attention to the British context.
81 Quoted in Jennifer Leaney, “Ashes to Ashes: Cremation and the Celebration of Death in
Nineteenth-Century Britain,” in Death, Ritual, and Bereavement, ed. Ralph Houlbrooke
(London and New York: Routledge, 1989), 131-132.
82 Lacqueur, The Work of the Dead, 10, 18.
83 Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family, 210-213.
84 See also Johnson, Mourning and Mysticism, 18-23, Hazelgrove, Spiritualism and British
Society between the wars, 35-36.
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In séances, soldiers’ spirits appeared as they were before death, in both body and
personality. Spiritualists attempted to disenchant the physical body as it was dismembered
and lost. Olive Lodge argued that the physical body had a nonmaterial and indestructible
counterpart that existed on the ether. Arthur Conan Doyle explained that the etheric body
was “a perfect thing,” which was comforting to know “in these days when so many of our
heroes have been mutilated in the wars. One cannot mutilate the etheric body.”85 In Wesley
Tudor-Pole’s Private Dowding, the titular soldier spirit is at first perplexed and anxious
about the fate of his body, but as he realizes that he has passed into a greater existence, he
begins to feel liberated. Dowding’s spirit likens his journey to throwing away an old coat.86
The concept of a superior etheric body could help ease the pain for relatives of the war’s
missing.87 In 1939, the spiritualist Mary Rankeillor told the story of a woman who had two
sons killed in the war. The first was identified and buried in France but the body of the
second was never found. The fate of the latter changed the way she memorialized both of
her sons. According to Rankeillor, this served as a lesson for spiritualists who knew that the
grave was unnecessary. It is “a place to dispose of the clay that surrounded the spirit. It is
only the hole that is made in the earth wherein the physical body is laid,” she wrote, adding,
“we must not think of those who have gone before us being there.”88 For many grieving
Britons, the fate of the physical body was just as mysterious as that of the soul, but in the
séance room, the departed were “here.” The dead were “the missing, but not the lost.”89
Conan Doyle, The Vital Message, 93-94.
Tudor-Pole, Private Dowding, 6-13.
87 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, 234.
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Spiritualism offered the possibility of uniting families with the missing. The Palischolar, Caroline Rhys-Davids’ son Arthur (an Ace of the RFC), was reported missing in
December 1917. Two of her neighbors began using planchette some time in 1918 to
contact their husbands, only to receive messages from anonymous soldiers. At one point
they asked if Arthur Rhys-Davids was present in the spirit world and received the
response, “Let his mother call.” Carolyn started experimenting with automatic writing in
June 1918 and continued to engage in dialogue with the spirit of her son for decades.90
During a séance with J.J. Vango, W.T. Waters from Turnbridge recognized the description of
an anonymous soldier as a local who had been reported missing. The spirit was desperate
to establish communication with his mother and she was in deep agony over his fate.
Waters initially refrained from contacting her, but after another resident received a similar
message from the medium Miss McCreadie, the two joined forces to convince the family
that spiritualism could help them.91
Mediums provided information about the fates of missing soldiers. Rudyard Kipling
was sent unsolicited messages from mediums after his only son John went missing in the
Battle of Loos. 92 The psychical researcher Abraham Wallace reported a case where a
medium successfully predicted that a missing soldier was still alive.93 The opposite also
occurred, and some reassurances of survival were falsified as the work of IWGC identified
Caroline Rhys-Davids, “Chronicle of First Steps,” Senate House Library [hereafter SHL],
University of London, Caroline Augusta Foley Rhys-Davids Papers [hereafter Rhys-Davids
Papers], MS1082/1/1, 1-3.
91 W.T. Waters, “The Same Message through two Mediums,” Light 39, no. 2032 (December
20, 1919): 407.
92 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, 72-73, Toni & Valmi Holt, My Boy Jack? The
Search for Kipling’s Only Son (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2011), chap. 7, Kindle.
93 Abraham Wallace, “Missing Soldiers: Remarkable Evidence,” Light 39, no. 1985 (January
25, 1919): 29.
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more bodies or as the passage of time made survival less likely. These incidents were
frequent enough to be a topic of a chapter in Kelway-Bamber’s Claude’s Second Book.94
Carolyn Rhys-Davids used planchette in the late spring of 1918 to ask the spirit of her son
about the fate of a family friend, Richard “Dick” Maybery. Arthur’s spirit confirmed that he
was wounded but alive and in a POW camp.95 She passed this information to the family in
India. Maybery was reported missing at the same time as Arthur, although his body was
later found.96 One woman received messages that her missing son Jack was alive in a POW
camp. In 1919 the information was revealed to be false. When this disappointed mother
inquired into the reasons for this mistake, she was told that evil German spirits had
deceived her son into believing he was a POW on earth.97
Some people experimented with spiritualism out of desperation, as was the case
with Hazel Macnaghten. Hazel’s husband Angus was serving with the Black Watch during
the opening months of the war. He was reported missing on 29 October 1914 and his wife
was notified via telegram on 3 November. She received some hopeful information from
fellow officers almost immediately. As far as they knew, Angus had received only a minor
gunshot wound to the leg and had been taken prisoner by the Germans but was safe. Hazel,
however, could not discover any reliable first-hand testimony about her husband. Officially,
he was declared missing, and when no further information was provided, she investigated
Kelway-Bamber, Claude’s Second Book, 43-46. Claude’s spirit explained that sometimes it
was difficult to tell if an astral body was merely visiting the spirit world or had been
severed permanently from the physical body.
95 Rhys-Davids, “Chronicle of First Steps,” Rhys-Davids Papers, SHL, MS1082/1/1,10.
96 Captain Richard Aveline Maybery, Commonwealth War Graves Commision, accessed
April 26, 2018, https://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead/casualty/336959/maybery,richard-aveline/. His date of death is listed as 19 December 1917.
97 Mary Hamilton, “Message from a ‘Missing’ Soldier,” The International Psychic Gazette 6,
no. 69 (June 1919): 134.
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on her own. She posted advertisements in the papers, contacted the War Office, the Red
Cross, and the embassies of neutral countries such as the United States in an attempt to
reach German officials. She tracked down soldiers from the Black Watch in hospitals and
those imprisoned in Germany. She sent letters addressed to Angus to various German POW
camps only to have them returned. She even agreed to fund searches for missing soldiers in
German camps, despite warnings that these expeditions may be the work of charlatans.98
In March 1915, Hazel resorted to spiritualism, and sent one of Angus’ letters to a
medium who used psychometry on personal objects to identify the owner’s past, present,
and future. The medium confirmed things that Hazel had already believed: Angus was shot
in the leg and was taken prisoner by the Germans. He also provided hope:
I follow him to Wittenberg, then Friedrichsfeld, and Munster, Osnabrück, and
feel he is still in hospital and not able to walk fit. That does not mean that he
will not walk again, for I get that he will recover quite nicely. He will and able
[sic] to do things as usual; but not soldiering any more. He has written you
and does not know that you have not heard or don’t know of his
whereabouts—he seems to be fairly well treated but looks thin and ill though
I feel he had a wonderful recovery and will come back to you quite safely…. I
feel so convinced that your husband is alive and that he will return.99
Hazel passed this information along to the German Red Cross in Berlin but after making
inquiries at these various POW camps, they could not find Angus.100 It was not until 1918
that she finally received word from a soldier who witnessed her husband’s death.101
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Hazel’s experience with spiritualism was negative, but if proof of survival was
established, spirits offered more than just details about the missing. Sitters were also
reassured that their loved ones had passed away peacefully. Jack Wayte was informed that
Wilfrid had “passed over suddenly,” although his personnel file indicates this was not the
case.102 During Dorothy and Constance’s first sitting with Leonard, “the painless passing
over was emphasized.” Leonard explained that Wilfrid “had an easy passing” and that his
death was beyond anyone’s control as “there was nothing more anyone could do for
him.”103 Other mediums made similar statements. Cannock acknowledged that Wilfrid’s
death was “violent” but also “quick” with “no time suffering.”104 Bacon described a spirit
who “died in a hurry…wasn’t ill very long” and another who “passed out quite suddenly.”105
Sitters were eager to discover details about their loved ones final moments. Walter Wynn
asked Vango if Rupert experienced “much pain in dying.” The medium responded, “No…too
sudden.”106 Rhys-Davids inquired with Arthur if he was wounded and if he passed over the
same day he was reported missing.107 Without more information, Carolyn was left to
wonder if her son had survived the crash of his plane only to suffer a long agonizing death.
Sitters also wanted to know if the deceased individuals they loved were happy in the
spirit world. For Carolyn Rhys-Davids, this was one of her “usual questions” when

Helen Salter, “Sitting with Mrs. Leonard,” January 28, 1918, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS
SPR34/19/12, 2. Wilfrid Wayte was shot in the right thigh on 6 October 1917 at the latest
(it is unclear from his file if he was shot on this day or took a turn for the worse). He died
on 7 October 1917 (Samuel Wilfrid Wayte, Personnel File, The National Archives, WO
339/82885 1215570).
103 Dorothy Wayte, December 17, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/5, i, 2-3.
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communicating with her son.108 According to mediums, spirits were elated to have passed
over. Elsi was informed at a Leonard sitting on 21 October 1918 that Wiflrid was “the
happiest spirit in the spirit world!”109 Wilfrid was said to be so happy in the afterlife that he
had feelings of guilt: “Sometimes I feel awfully selfish, how can I be so happy here.” But his
spirit understood that those he left behind preferred him to be this way. “He feels that you
are asking him to be happy,” it was explained, “so I feel somehow that I ought to be.” 110
Brittain described a spirit killed in the war as “strong and well and happy and bright.”111
When Nea and Elsi engaged in automatic writing, they were given similar answers. During
a session between Nea, Elsi, and the Wayte family at their home in Croydon, Wilfrid’s spirit
“emphasized his great happiness, many times, and kept repeating that he was all right and
just the same.”112
Mediums were speaking the idiom of the time when they emphasized painless death
and the well being of the spirits.113 Jessica Meyer’s observes that many soldiers attempted
to reinforce their role as “dutiful son and provident husband” in letters home, by protecting
their loved ones from the dangers and hardships of the front.114 John Bailey Middlebrook
admitted to his sister that he wrote "cheering letters" to their mother "exaggerating
everything favourable and minimizing everything unfavourable." 115 John Mellor Poucher
also self-censored his correspondence with his wife. “I will be glad when I can spare her
108
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from the worry and trouble which she has now,” he wrote, explaining, “I always have a
bright letter.”116 The standard field postcard included the option “I am quite well.” The only
other choices were admission to hospital or “sent down to base.”117 Raymond Lodge
frequently emphasized that he was enjoying his time in the trenches before he died,
insisting that he was not simply trying to ease the anxiety of his parents.118 When the spirit
of Wilfrid stressed that he was both happy and safe to Dorothy and Constance, this was
deemed appropriate because “he knew how terribly anxious we used to be about him.”119
These reassurances were hardly unique to the Wayte family, and yet they reminded
Dorothy and Constance of Wilfrid’s protective nature. Caring messages represented a
continuity of domestic masculinity as well as the survival of the individual personality.
As embodied husbands, fiancés, sweethearts, brothers, and sons, mediums offered
advice on how to mourn. The death of so many young men had abruptly severed malefemale relationships. Widows were burdened with economic and domestic problems they
may not have been prepared to manage.120 Some spirits encouraged sitters to move on with
their lives. Edward “Teddy” Somerset Mulholland of the Irish Guards was killed in
November 1914. Sometime thereafter, his wife Joan visited a medium. Teddy’s spirit
expressed his distress at seeing “how miserable [she] was,” and told her, “if ever a really
good and strong man comes into your life, I want you to know that…I want you to marry
again.” She responded that she “could never do that for I can never love again like [I] have
Poucher, JMP3, entry for 1 August 1917, IWM, 2.
Fletcher, Life, Death and Growing Up on the Western Front, 87.
118 In his letter of 29 May 1915, he wrote “No, I am not making things out better than they
really are. I like to write mostly about the pleasant parts, of course” (Lodge, Raymond, 1819, 29, 30, 42).
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loved you…and my heart is broken.” But Teddy’s spirit wanted her “to have companionship
and someone to take care of you.”121 Messages like this may have been designed to help
heal the individual as much as the social fabric, addressing the perceived risks that widows
posed to morality, traditional families, and gendered norms.122
One way that spiritualism sought to overcome the pain of loss was through the
promise of a reunion in the spirit world. For young women such as Elsi Walker, the war
threatened the prospect of future marriage, while women who lost their only sons had
potentially lost their identities as mothers.123 In the séance room however, the current
separation between life and death was only temporary. “I expect them to miss me,” Wilfrid
stated to Elsi, “but…[d]on’t you see, darling, we’re going to be together for so many years,
millions of years.”124 This put wartime grief into perspective. As Claude’s spirit explained to
his mother, “life is very happy here and full of interest even the grief and pain of those you
love and have left behind does not affect one in the old way, for one can see beyond the
trouble of the day and know it is I only for a little while.”125
There was also a noticeable effort to reinforce expectations that women remain
stoic during wartime.126 On 17 December 1917, Wilfrid’s spirit told his mother and sister
that he would be with them on Christmas Day, and that it was to be a positive occasion:
Joan Mulholland, note on séance, n.d., Private Papers of Captain A.E.S. Mulholland,
Documents.16816, IWM.
122 There was a history in the British Army of discouraging “service wives,” and as Janis
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“Don’t have the hump at Xmas. If only you knew how happy I am you would say it is worth
the waiting…Buck up and be good.”127 If the living wanted to make the dead happy they
could do so by being positive themselves. “Be happy,” Wilfrid told his mother on 31
December 1917, “you help me far more by being happy than anything else.”128 Stoicism was
to be encouraged even in private. Carolyn Rhys-Davids asked the spirit of Arthur, “Do you
suffer when I sorrow?” Arthur’s response was affirmative.129 The frequency of these
discussions indicates that so-called “maternal service” created an internal tension in British
women between their profound grief and social expectations.130 As mothers, their maternal
role was emphasized in their sustained worry about the well-being of their sons, but as
women in wartime, they were to refrain from expressing their grief. As a result, mediums
tried to convince mothers that they could help their sons’ spirits progress by overcoming
their grief.
Descriptions of the other side reinforced the notion that grief was unnecessary.
Spiritualists articulated what the historians Colleen McDannell and Bernhard Lang call a
“thick description of heaven.” Familial and social relationships were maintained, as was art,
culture and ethical and moral systems. This afterlife was democratic, as the spirit was able
to evolve and progress to higher spiritual development. Those who sinned in life began at
lower levels and had to work their way to greater spiritual progress, but there was no
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damnation to hell.131 The afterlife was also portrayed as benevolent. A home circle from
Cornwall received a message from an RFA Driver who explained that “I am in a wonderful
and glorious zone…my home now is far lovelier, far more beautiful, far more wonderful,
than I had ever, or could ever, have conceived...this realm seems to be perfection itself.” He
described seeing singing angels, beautiful gardens, gigantic temples, buildings made of
gold, and wonderful music. 132
The afterlife resembled the best of earthly life. This provided several benefits. First,
it offered Britons the possibility of an escape from war’s material destruction and a safe
haven for loved ones brutally killed in the conflict. One could rest assured knowing that a
family member was free from the dangers of war and was simultaneously allowed to enjoy
certain earthly pleasures all the same. Raymond Lodge talked about the soldiers wanting to
smoke cigars and drink whisky while Wilfrid Wayte had a house on the water as well as a
garden.133 “The spirit world is the real world,” Wilfrid explained, and putting the current
troubles of the war into relief, he stated, “everything here is indestructible [and]
permanent.”134 Second, this afterlife appealed to a broader number of people. Unlike the
heaven of orthodox Christianity, the earthly afterlife of spiritualism was relatable and
tangible not abstract and unknowable.135 Third, a benevolent but earthly heaven implied
that it was possible to transform earth itself into heaven to make the world free from class
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conflict and war. In the world described by the spirits, there were no coalmines and
individuals pursued the arts and sciences to help humanity progress.136 The soldiers’
communications gave those on earth a vision to attain.
An earthly afterlife also made it easier to imagine the survival of the personality, as
spirits acted according to habits reflective of their character. On 31 December 1917, Wilfrid
was described as conducting work on the other side involving “lines” and “special marks.”
Nea and Elsi presumed this to be a reference to his interest in mathematics.137 Death could
not be the end if the dead still engaged in mathematics and talked to loved ones. Conan
Doyle admitted as such, writing that “If a human being has technical, literary, musical, or
other tendencies, they are an essential part of his character, and to survive without them
would be to lose his identity.”138 On 31 December 1917, Wilfrid’s spirit told his mother and
Elsi, “I’m not dead, I’m alive. Just the same as I always was, not a bit different.”139 Such a
declaration could only be the product of an afterlife that closely resembled life on earth.
This also reflected the way in which sitters fashioned a continuity of identity according to
their own memories of the dead. As Feda reassured Constance and Dorothy on one
occasion, “he feels sure that none of you felt that he was extinguished, but that the part of
him you loved was eternal.”140
The spiritualist belief that they could navigate grief more effectively led to a
perceived moral authority. Britons could only overcome bereavement by first finding the
dead in the séance. In the fall of 1920, Arthur’s spirit explained to Carolyn Rhys-Davids, “It
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is not true that we want to ‘rest’, or to be left alone. There is a great deal of unhappiness in
our world, because people in your world think it is a very wrong thing to have
communications with us.”141 The dead could truly rest only if the meaning of their sacrifice
was appreciated; until then they would continue to haunt Britain. Men were described as
abandoned on the other side as they waited for family members to contact them. Nea
Walker for example, was told that the spirit of her friend Hugh Russell Sommerville had
been hurt by the refusal of friends and family members to attend séances. In a sitting with
Ortner in May 1918, his spirit complained, “we still have our human feelings when we are
wronged” and compared this betrayal to that of a child throwing away an old toy.142
But not everyone accepted that spiritualism was the only way forward. Divisions
about spiritualism could lead to conflict within families and communities, as the séance
became a site of contestation regarding the memory of the war dead. These issues created a
rift between Elsi and the Wayte family. The Waytes’ foray into spiritualism was only
temporary and their opinions appear to have been mixed. Jack was disappointed with
Leonard but was impressed with Cannock enough to arrange for two more sittings.
Dorothy was enthusiastic about the subject, once informing Nea that she wanted to develop
trance on her own but that her mother was “dead set against” the idea.143 Constance did
attend at least two sittings but cancelled a third on the one-year anniversary of her son’s
death. The reasons cited by Dorothy were fear of police raids and concerns regarding her
father’s reputation. “It would do Dad such an awful lot of harm in a place like Croydon if it
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were known that his family went to sittings!” she explained to Nea.144 These concerns were
not unwarranted. Sine 1917, there had been a substantial number of persecutions against
mediums for fortune-telling and embarrassing stories of hucksters and credulous sitters
published in papers such as The Times.145
Elsi believed that the Waytes had a poor attitude. She complained in the fall of 1918
that they would not give “the thing half a chance.”146 The topic was raised at sittings, as Elsi
expressed her concern of the impact it was having on Wiflrid’s spirit and informed him that
she would try to convince his brother and father to attend future sittings. The medium’s
dialogue in these situations stressed spiritualism’s superiority as a coping mechanism. In
October 1919, Wilfrid’s spirit complained that his mother “worries and frets, and it is very
irritable,” and that she “hasn’t grown to miss me one little bit less.”147 He stressed the
differences that spiritualism fostered in the grieving process when he added, “they don’t
realize how near we are, and why you can be so happy.”148 Over a year earlier, when Elsi
had asked how his mother’s grief affected him, his spirit had replied: “when I come to you,
it makes me happy, when I come to her I feel so sorry.”149 According to Leonard’s
mediumship, the Waytes were carrying an unnecessarily heavy burden by shutting out
spiritual revelations and causing their son’s spirit needless continued injury. If heaven on
earth was to be realized, it necessitated an acceptance of the facts of survival and
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communication. In the interwar period, social divisions regarding spiritualism’s religious
and intellectual claims threatened these utopian visions.
These were some of the immediate benefits and consequences of spiritualism
during the period of the Great War. Some Britons looked to the séance as a substitute for
conventional morning rituals and a solution to the problem of a missing body. Those who
were convinced were given uplifting messages of painless death and superior existence in
an afterlife that awaited all. Within the SPR network, individual mourners were also
provided with a community of sympathetic men and women who were willing to share
messages and experiences in order to prove the survival of personality beyond death. This
could also lead to fissures in communities and threaten to divide families. Still, in the longterm, spiritualism allowed the living to retain communal relationships with the dead as
they adjusted to life without their physical presence. Some gradually moved on, while
others continued to be haunted by the Great War’s dead.
Living with the Ghosts of War
In October 1930, Nea Walker received a surprising letter from Constance Wayte asking to
arrange a sitting with Leonard for the thirteenth anniversary of Wilfrid’s death.150 As she
explained to Nea, she had felt “the wish for a long time now” to conduct another séance,
and lately her desire had “grown stronger.”151 This was Nea’s first contact with the Waytes
in approximately a decade, and by the 1930s, her initial community of spiritualists had
narrowed considerably. In addition to the departure of the Wayte family, Mary Pearce’s
Constance Wayte to Nea Walker, October 9, 1930, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS
SPR34/25/15.
151 Constance Wayte to Nea Walker, October 3, 1930, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS
SPR34/25/15.
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opinions towards spiritualism coarsened. In the 1920s, she suffered a decline in health
before passing away in the early 1930s. 152 Ted’s spirit gradually stopped appearing in
séances as a result. Evolutionary concepts of the afterlife offered an explanation for such
disappearances, as spirits were said to progress to greater states of existence once their
work on a certain plane was completed. After Mary had come to terms with Ted’s death, his
spirit “had other things to do.”153 Wilfrid remained a significant figure in the lives of the
Walker sisters. His “presence is very real here, especially to Elsi,” Nea explained to
Constance in 1930. Elsi and Nea had known Wilfrid as a ghost longer than in life and
continued to communicate with his spirit for at least six more years. How did spiritualists
maintain personal relationships with the ghosts of war for years after their deaths?
The historian Robert Cox describes spiritualism as “an elaborate social physiology in
which individuals,” dead or alive, “were integrated holistically within the structures of
society, joined in thought, affect, and sensation into the fiber of a sympathetically united
nation.”154 Cox was writing about spiritualism in the nineteenth-century United States, but
his observation is equally true of Britain in the wake of the Great War. Spiritualists looked
towards the unconscious and psychical as the site where a bounded community could be
re-constructed in the modern world, across the British Empire and between the living and
dead.155 British spiritualists indicated that the dead surrounded the living and took part in
earthly affairs while the living visited the spiritual world at night in their dreams. People’s
In a 1933 letter to Mary Pearce’s daughter, Nea noted that, “Mrs. Pearce didn’t latterly
quite approve of this subject” (Nea Walker to Doris (Mary Pearce’s daughter), August 11,
1933, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/25/15).
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154 Robert S. Cox, Body and Soul: A Sympathetic History of American Spiritualism
(Charlottesville & London: University of Virginia Press, 2003), intro., Kindle.
155 Ibid., chap. 1, Kindle.
152

238
thoughts and feelings impinged on those in the other world and the world around them,
and the thoughts of the spirit world affected those on earth and vice versa. The next
chapter will expand on the role these beliefs had on public mourning, but in the private
realm, a sympathetic spiritualist philosophy could be used to maintain personal
relationships with the dead for extended periods.
From her very first séances, Elsi was informed that Wilfrid was in sympathy with
her inside and outside the séance room, and that, over time, this connection would grow
stronger. She was told during her first sitting with Leonard that Wiflrid was “awful close” to
her and that “it’s a wonder you can’t feel the power.”156 His spirit had also visited her in her
bedroom.157 Leonard explained that eventually Elsi would be able to develop a “feeling” or
“sense” when his spirit was with her. The two could communicate in “a mental way” and
this would develop into something like an instinct. “I will come so much more clearly in
time,” Wilfrid’s spirit told her, “that you will be able to get it without thinking.”158 Elsi, Jack,
Dorothy, and Constance Wayte as well as Damaris Walker were all informed that the spirits
of either Wilfrid or Jack Howell (the latter in Damaris’ case) had attempted to make noises
by tapping.159 The implication was that the dead were always present but that it took
certain states of awareness to coordinate that sympathy, as if adjusting a radio’s frequency.
Mediums occasionally identified spirits in the séance room, presiding over the
proceedings and physically interacting with the living. When Dorothy and Constance Wayte
visited Leonard, it was mentioned that Wilfrid’s spirit was standing in the room watching
Nea Walker, December 28, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/6, 36-7.
Ibid., 60, Nea Walker, December 29, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/7, 19-20.
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over them and had taken Constance’s hand.160 During Joan Mulholland’s séance, she
claimed she could feel Teddy hugging her. The feeling was difficult to describe but she
remembered him putting “his arms around me and hugged me exactly as like he used to
and I really felt it was him.”161 Mediums sometimes communicated the nature of death as if
they were experiencing the physical effects themselves. Some coughed to indicate gassing
or influenza, and Brittain complained about a pain in her shoulders.162 The soldier’s death
was embodied by the medium, bringing the moment of death back into the domestic sphere
and the afterlife into a lived, sensuous experience.
Sitters such as Constance Wayte were informed that their ethereal bodies travelled
to the spirit world while sleeping. These sentiments found resonance with the Waytes as
John had experienced a crisis apparition on the night of Wilfrid’s death, and Constance was
troubled that she had not been dreaming about her son. “How silly! How would you have
dreams about him when you are with him,” it was explained.163 Leonard encouraged her
sitters to anticipate visions. On 31 December 1917, Wilfrid’s spirit told Elsi, Nea, and
Constance that Wilfrid would try to get through to them “at an unexpected time” and
challenged them to “see if you can sense me.”164
These convictions were significant to the bereaved, whose attention was often so
focused on those they had lost that it blurred the boundary between the physical and
spiritual. Frederic Myers’ view was that reminders of the dead could serve as a bridge
Dorothy Wayte, December 7, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/5, 3, 11, 37.
Joan Mulholland, Note on séance, IWM.
162 Dorothy Wayte, December 17, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/5, 10, Nea
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between subliminal messages and the supraliminal consciousness. Mediums advocated this
as well. Bacon told Elsi that, when she looked at Wilfrid’s photograph, her “very strong
thoughts” brought him closer.165 Thinking of a certain spirit prior to a séance was believed
to increase the chances of better communications.166 Psychic photographers instructed
clients to carry their plates with them ahead of a sitting to generate a psychic “magnetic”
sympathy. Environments were also associated with the manifestation of appropriate
spirits. When Elsi and Nea spent the weekend at the Wayte’s home in Croydon, Nea
described a moment when Wilfrid took control of one of her arms during an automatic
writing session to shake Jack’s hand and touch John’s shoulder. She concluded, “the link
seemed to be very strong with Elsi in his own home.”167 In October 1919, Wiflrid’s spirit
insinuated that, if Elsi went to France, he would be able to explain more clearly what had
happened to him.168 It was no accident that Nea thought Ted might be contacting her in her
parents’ home in March 1918, since she had been thinking of him and Wilfrid that night.
“They had only in 1914 been members of a house party” in Lampeter, she explained, “and
being back in the old surroundings made one think of them more than usual perhaps.”169
To remember the dead was to summon their spirits. As certain soldiers faded from
memory, so too did their ghosts.
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This intense sympathy also provided comfort that spirits were with those they left
behind as they dealt with the struggles of daily life, including mourning over their deaths.
The dead could therefore sustain their previous domestic roles and soldierly duties as
guardians and protectors. Spirits were often said to be influencing the living, guiding them,
inspiring them and watching over them, while the living also helped the dead progress. At a
sitting with Ortner in October 1918, Wilfrid’s spirit informed Elsi that “[w]hen you are in
difficulties, remember your old Wilf will be with you.”170 Leonard explained that Wilfrid
was with her shortly after he died and that he helped his mother write the letter to Elsi
informing her of his death.171 Jack Wayte was also told that Wilfrid watched over him and
helped him to do the right thing in difficult situations.172 Jack confirmed that he had indeed
“felt his presence” and wondered if Wilfrid’s spirit was present at a meeting to discuss a
war memorial at his old school.173
Wilfrid maintained his presence in the Walker sisters’ lives as part of two larger
narratives: the personal life of Elsi and Nea’s work as a psychical researcher. Wilfrid’s spirit
insinuated that his death carried meaning. When Elsi asked him when they would be
reunited in the afterlife, it was explained “not yet I know that you’ve got something
important to do for us you are staying here for me.”174 Nea was likewise told that “there’s
something really important to be done, and we’re helping.”175 Their job was to help Wilfrid
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progress spiritually, as the sympathy they were building together allowed him to develop
the knowledge necessary to master the bridge between the spiritual and physical
worlds.176 The spirits were also said to be doing important work. As Leonard told Dorothy
Wayte, “he was wanted on the other side” since “there is a great work to do there.”177 The
war did not extinguish Wilfrid’s promising future, as he was able to assist in the
development of a spiritual science.
The project to unite the spiritual and physical worlds was tied to the war effort,
securing the meaning of the sacrifice. Brittain, Bacon, Leonard, and Ortner all indicated in
séances that the spirits were helping the deceased on the battlefield.178 Brittain described
hearing the “clash of artillery” during a sitting on 18 July 1917 because the spirits were
moving back and forth from the front.179 The Walkers could also assist in the process.
Wilfrid’s spirit indicated that he was with Nea at the time of Ted’s death because being in
sympathy with Nea “helped him to know what to say and what to do.”180 Elsi was told she
was able to assist Wilfrid in helping newly passed soldiers because, since she lived on the
earthly plane, she was closer to their passing over conditions than he was.181 The concept
of sympathy reinterpreted death on the battlefield as a communal affair, just like the war
effort. The divides between war front and home front, individual and community were as
artificial as those that separated the two worlds.
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The implication of these communications was that the private mourning of
individuals was working to lift the veil between the spiritual and physical world, the very
purpose of the war according to spiritualist doctrine. Wilfrid’s sympathy with Elsi was so
intense that she expressed concern that her desire to be with Wilfrid was preventing him
from developing spiritually. He responded that this was not a concern because so many had
passed over recently, the war had brought the two worlds together in a way that was not
possible before. “There are so many passing over,” his spirit explained, “we haven’t finished
our work on the earth and therefore live nearer the earth plane than we otherwise should.”
Because of this he informed her, a “great psychic movement [is] coming, you can feel it
already.”182 But what would become of this “work” once people stopped attending séances
or as the passage of time caused the war to recede further from living memory?
For the Walkers, spiritualism was a consistent and persistent part of their lives for
years after the war. Neither Nea nor Elsi let go of Wilfrid for quite some time, but for
different reasons. For Nea, her purpose was to be a psychic investigator who helped reunite
the living with the dead. Nea eventually wrote two books that used the spirits of Jack
Howell and Wilfrid as her communicators and served as the editor of the SPR’s Journal
from 1934 to 1938.183
Eli’s attachment was related to her own personal struggles. She had to stop
attending séances with Leonard after 1921 owing to her loss of hearing. This began a few
years earlier (right around the time of Wilfrid’s death, when she first described hearing
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noises that she believed might be from his spirit). 184 Nea continued to see Leonard and
relayed messages from Wilfrid to Elsi. On 7 December 1929, she was informed that “Wilfrid
wants Elsi to know he’s going to simply live with her at Christmas. Not going to be away
from her at all.”185 Elsi still believed her spirit travelled at night, and that Wilfrid visited
Elsi’s bedroom. In 1929 while Damaris and Elsi were sharing a room, the former reported
seeing a vision of Elsi and Wilfrid dancing while she lay in bed.186 Their brief relationship
on earth extended years after Wilfrid’s death as Elsi struggled with deafness. Even as late
as 1936 Feda was telling Nea, “Wilfrid feels that Elsi needs him very much.”187
Elsi and Nea were able to find Wilfrid’s influence as the years passed and his earthly
life became more of a distant memory. Wilfrid’s spirit was attributed with helping treat
Elsi’s hearing. In a sitting on 15 March 1924, Wilfrid gave advice that he reported came
from a spirit on the other side known as “Dr. Beale.” This brought the Walkers into touch
with the medium Miss Harvey who claimed to be able to access Beale in trance and who in
turn provided a diagnosis through psychometric reading of Elsi’s hair. Her hearing was not
cured, but Nea found that Harvey’s diagnosis was similar to what had been described in a
Leonard séance on 14 March by Wilfrid. This confirmed for her that the whole affair was
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evidence that Wiflrid was trying “to help [Elsi] and to watch over her and care for her.”188
The spirits could serve as breadwinners to these three single women. The Walkers sought
the spirits for career advice and financial assistance. Damaris’ desire to be a professional
medium was pursued after the spirits agreed to help her. The same was the case for Nea’s
career as a psychical researcher. Nea and Elsi also gambled on horse races based on spirit’s
predictions so that they could finance their psychic activities.189
Elsi’s attachment to spiritualism was lengthy given her age. As Adrian Gregory
notes, the war did not create an entire generation of spinsters. Vera Brittain lost her fiancé
in the war but remarried in 1925.190 Others moved on from spiritualism. Sara Nye of
London had lost her two sons. On the night of her youngest son’s death she saw his vision
at the foot of her bed. After losing her second son, she turned to the church. Nye struggled
to understand why good Christians like her sons were taken at such a young age.
Unsatisfied with the church’s answers she turned to spiritualism. Her sons explained that
their death was not God’s will but the result of sin, and humanity would now have to
endure great suffering. Satisfied, her faith in God was restored. By 1921, her
communications had become less frequent. “Having convinced me of their continuity of
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life,” she explained, “they are performing the work of their promotion.”191 Their “work” on
earth was completed after helping Sara reclaim her faith.
Other parents, such as Rudyard Kipling, were unable to overcome their grief, and
Carolyn Rhys-Davids and Oliver Lodge continued to engage with spiritualism until their
deaths. Once this generation passed away, so too did many of spiritualism’s wartime
converts. After Lodge’s death in 1940, the Walker sisters’ work in psychical research
appears to have ceased. Nea sopped producing content for the SPR, but she remained an
honourary associate until her death in 1976, not long before Elsi also passed away.192 We
do not know what happened to her and Elsi’s relationship with spiritualism, but it is
possible that Elsi never truly let go of Wilfrid, and that the spirits continued to haunt the
Walker home over a half-century after they first came knocking.
Conclusion
In 1922, Enid Hudson thought she saw a ghost. While travelling through the Balkans, her
train stopped somewhere between Bulgaria and Trieste. She was not sure exactly where
she was, but as she looked outside she saw an old friend: Angus Macnaghten, who had gone
missing in 1914 and whose body was never found.193 Upon reflection, she figured it was
probably just a “likeness” as she was in “a very dazed, ill condition” suffering from shingles
and “frightfully over-tired.”194 The incident went unrecorded as a result, until she casually
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mentioned it to his wife, Hazel Macnaghten, in 1931.195 Hazel never lost hope that her
husband might be found, and this new piece of information ignited another round of
fervent searching. She contacted German officials, including a photograph of Angus, to
question whether or not POWs were ever held in Bulgaria.196 She also returned to
spiritualism, and sent Angus’s personal items for psychometric readings. The only
information the medium could provide was a peculiar dream in which she sensed that
Angus was in Belgium either alive or dead and something about a “former life.”197
Hazel’s son recalled that his mother’s hopes were periodically lifted anytime she
read about an amnesiac soldier being reunited with his family years after the war.198 These
“living unknown soldiers” had no recollection of their lives before the war and had adopted
new personalities.199 What if Angus had been wandering around Europe all this time?
Hazel’s research brought her into contact with John Gouldney, who had served with the
BEF before losing his memory in 1914. He was eventually discovered in California fifteen
years later, living under a completely different identity. It was not until 1930 that he
rediscovered his previous personality. In speculating on how he had arrived in California,
he explained he had lived in the United States previously and probably “acquired some
personality that would have let the British authorities think I was an American.” At some
point he happened to come into contact with a doctor familiar with fugue cases and
multiple personalities. Gouldney was unable to help Hazel, but he was “quite sure there are
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hundreds of such cases that would be as fortunate as me if they could only find the right
man to handle there [sic] case.”200 Angus’ ghost refused to be buried.
Hazel was searching for her husband’s personality in the subconscious of other men,
just as Nea and Elsi Walker found Wilfrid in the minds of mediums. The loss of a body and
practical information about Angus’ death left open the possibility that the war had severed
his identity, just as it had their relationship as husband and wife. Had Hazel discovered
Angus as another personality, his identity might have been reintegrated through the
gradual process of remembrance. For the Walkers, this process occurred in the séance
room where proof of identity, shared memories, and embodied domestic masculinity in the
medium, transformed the latter’s trance personalities into the spirits of the dead.
Laura Wittman has shown how the industrial slaughter of the Great War led to the
creation of a unique form of commemoration. The mangling of the corpse, the confusion of
bones, the disappearance of the body, and the wandering unknown living warriors, all
contributed to a “potentially endless” mourning in which “people could neither accept nor
refuse the death of their loved ones.” One solution was the creation of a Tomb of the
Unknown Warrior, which was erected across participating nations.201 Through ritual and
remembrance, this anonymous soldier’s body became no one and everyone. His was a
mystical body, where biology was transcended, and identity was both individual and
universal. The spiritualist activities in the séance bear a striking resemblance to the more
recognized memorial practices of the Great War’s era, sharing similar influences and
attending to comparable needs.
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Spiritualists gave little attention to the Unknown Warrior beyond the initial
ceremony in 1920. During this service, mediums reported seeing ghosts upset at the
grieving crowds for failing to contact them.202 This was part of attempts to disenchant the
body. The unknown meant something else to spiritualists; they were to be discovered and
identified in séances and spirit photographs, not in a corpse. But if spiritualists were to
truly bury the dead and end war, the soldier’s sacrifice had to be acknowledged, and the
living and dead had to be reconnected. The nation needed to know the truth of spiritualism.
As the next chapter documents, spiritualists sought to unite private grief and public
mourning at another tomb: the Cenotaph.
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Chapter Five
“The Army of the Living Dead:” Spirit Photography and the Public Denial of
Death
On the 11 November 1922, spectators flocked to the London Cenotaph to remember the
Great War's dead. A parade of fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters, comrades, friends,
and widows marched down Whitehall four-years to the day since the guns fell silent. As Big
Ben signaled the eleventh hour, “the rustle of the crowd ceased." The only sound to be
heard thereafter was “some dim, brief wailing noise of unexplained origin” so contrasted by
the great silence that it “seemed to come from another world.”1 At that moment, the spirit
photographer Ada Deane was on a nearby roof overlooking the procession. With her
camera pointed towards the Cenotaph, she exposed her plate for the two minutes of
silence. Accompanying her was Estelle Stead, the daughter of the late journalist W.T. Stead.
“We were asked from the other side to arrange it so,” Stead later explained.2 Once the
plates were developed it seemed that this request had not been in vain. Surrounding the
Cenotaph were the spirit faces of young men. Arthur Conan Doyle later referred to it as the
“greatest spirit photograph ever taken.” In the spring of 1923, he displayed the picture
before a stunned crowd at Carnegie Hall in New York City. Convulsive sobbing broke the
initial shock of silence and one woman in the crowd shouted “Don't you see them? Don't
you see them?”3
Stead and Deane returned to the Cenotaph in 1923 with further success. That year’s
photograph showed approximately fifty youthful faces “smiling through” a white haze
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(Figure 5.1).4 After publishing the images in The Illustrated Sunday Herald, Stead received
letters from people who recognized their loved ones.5 Conan Doyle professed to see his son
amongst the faces, and possibly his nephew.6 The promising results of the previous two
years compelled the women to return to the Cenotaph in 1924. Stead was informed at
séances in the weeks before Armistice Day that preparations were underway.7 According to
one spirit, there was great excitement in the spirit world as “the boys were all posing
themselves in position.”8 At Whitehall, Stead could “sense the presence there of thousands
of spirits—more, I should think, than there were living people present.”9 Deane’s camera
rendered this sensation visible. The results were even more impressive than on previous
occasions, with the developed photograph showing dozens of clearly defined faces.
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Photography, and Other Phenomena, Mainly with Mrs. Ada Emma Deane (New York: E,P.
Dutton, 1939), 234.
9 “Unseen Men at Cenotaph,” Daily Sketch, 2, 10-11.
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Figure 5.1. “Armistice Day Photograph, 1923.”

Stead’s initial excitement was followed by crisis. This time it was not just the
grieving who recognized the spirit faces. Two days after the Daily Sketch published the
photos, the paper alleged that the faces were of well-known living athletes.10 Conan Doyle
rushed to Deane’s defence. He had shown the alleged exposure to the anthropologist Sir
Arthur Keith who concluded “not one of the photographs reproduced by the ‘Daily Sketch’
is identical with any of the representations or photographs reproduced in the spirit

10

1.

“How the Daily Sketch Exposed ‘Spirit Photography,’” Daily Sketch, November 15, 1924,
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photograph.”11 Conan Doyle made clear what was at stake in front of a crowd at Surbiton
on 25 November. He declared:
...we have that newspaper branding Mrs. Deane as an imposter! Their report
is a tissue of lies. Mediums are our most precious people, and we must stand
by them and protect them. There is not a clergyman in the country up to the
Archbishop of Canterbury, who can, as they do prove immortality to you.12
Spiritualism’s future was in jeopardy if the press continued to attack its revered mediums.
Spiritualists were on the defensive again. The SPR had published evidence only two
years earlier that the British spirit photographer, William Hope of the famous “Crewe
Circle,” was a fraud.13 Now the public accused spiritualists of preying on the emotionally
vulnerable and insulting the war dead, the very people that spiritualists claimed they were
trying to help. One reader of the Daily Sketch stated, “that the Cenotaph on Armistice Day
was chosen as the spirit photographs cannot be too strongly deplored.”14 How did the
spiritualist movement find itself embroiled in such a bitter feud? Why was Ada Deane
taking spirit photographs at the Cenotaph on Armistice Day, and why did Estelle Stead
publish these photographs in the press, where they were liable to arouse scepticism?
The Deane photographs were the outcome of two trends. Spirit photography
originated in the 1860s but gained a new following after the Great War and the influenza
pandemic. Thousands of people from Britain and around the world travelled to Crewe and

L.C., “Spirit Photography: Sir A. Conan Doyle at Surbiton,” Light 44, no. 2291 (December
6, 1924): 787.
12 Ibid.
13 “A Case of Fraud with the Crewe Circle,” JSPR 20 (May 1922): 271-283.
14 “Readers’ Views on Faced Spirits: ‘Ridiculing Heroes of the War,’” Daily Sketch, November
18, 1924, 15.
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London in the 1920s to obtain photographic evidence of an afterlife.15 Those who
recognized their loved ones shared their stories in the spiritualist press. Unrecognized
faces were also published with hopes of reuniting the living and the dead. Spirit
photography was a significant aspect of the spiritualist movement’s project to redeem the
Great War’s sacrifices.
By 1924, Armistice Day had also become a sacred annual event within the
spiritualist movement. Spiritualists gathered in the thousands at public halls each year to
remember that the “dead” were not dead and that they were enjoying a fuller, more
enlightened existence.16 The two-minutes of silence was interpreted as an opportunity to
link the two worlds together on a massive scale through remembrance, and bring
spiritualists one-step closer to creating a heaven on earth. Three days before Deane took
the fateful photograph in 1924, Light informed readers that “it will yet become common
knowledge that in the great Rite of Remembrance an atmosphere of ‘awareness’ is created,
in which spirit with spirit may meet and prove that Death is but the gateway to a brighter,

For example, another client of Hope mentioned a Canadian couple that travelled to
Crewe to see Hope. See Barbara McKenzie, “The Unknown Face,” Light 40, no 2082
(December 4, 1920): 440.
16 From 1919 to 1924, spiritualists gathered in large crowds to commemorate the war. The
first public gathering occurred n April 1919 at the Royal Albert Hall. According to the
spiritualist press, there was an estimated “six or seven thousand in attendance,” despite the
unseasonably snow weather. In 1923 they sold out Queen’s Hall when Armistice Day fell on
a Sunday. The Two Worlds estimated that the crowd in 1923 was 5,000. Apparently there
were so many in attendance that an estimated 1,000 people had to stay outside and were
greeted to a secondary service. This happened again in 1924. See “The National Memorial
Service for the Fallen in the War: Royal Albert Hall,” Light Special Supplement (May 3,
1919): 1, “The Great Commemoration: A Memorable Meeting at the Queen’s Hall,” Light 43,
no. 2236 (November 17, 1923): 724, “Armistice Day in London: Great Meeting at the
Queen’s Hall,” The Two Worlds 36, no. 1879 (November 15, 1923): 382.
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freer, fuller life.”17 The work of Stead and Deane brought these developments together.
Deane’s spirit photographs documented the presence of the dead during the two minutes of
silence while Stead utilized the popular press to reunite the living with those they had lost,
and demonstrate the “facts” of spiritualism to a larger audience.
British spiritualism in the 1920s has been interpreted as an alternative expression
of the “cult of memory” that informed civic rituals. Neil Matheson has argued that, although
emerging from similar needs, spiritualist beliefs were “directly at odds with official forms
of commemoration,” since the denial of death “makes a proper commitment to memory
impossible.”18 Similarly, David Cannadine states, “If Armistice Day was the public
recognition of bereavement, the Spiritualist movement, by contrast, was the private denial of
death.”19 This chapter challenges these characterizations by focusing on the relationship
between private spiritualist practices and the public denial of death. Spiritualists’
commemorations of the war shared many similarities with the national discourse and they
utilized the public platform to spread the movement. However, their accompanying
religious, scientific, and political contentions were not homogenous. In the 1920s, spirit
photography threatened sensibilities regarding gender and class. As spiritualists moved
from the private to the public, they faced increased scrutiny. Deane’s 1924 photograph
exposed the paradox. Attempts to spread the movement and redeem the Great War's
sacrifices led to accusations that they had desecrated the memory of their own prophets.
After Deane’s fall, spirit photography’s public profile, as well as hopes for a new spiritual
F.R.S. “The Great Remembrance: Some Thoughts for Armistice Day,” Light 44, no. 2287
(November 8, 1924): 688.
18 Neil Matheson, “The Ghost Stamp, the Detective and the Hospital for Boots: Light and the
Post-War Battle Over Spirit-Photography,” Early Popular Visual Culture 4, no. 1 (April
2006): 40.
19 Cannadine, “War and Death,” 227.
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age, were recast in a more cynical light. By the 1930s, spirit photography and spiritualism’s
public profile waned as surely as the faithful’s hopes for achieving heaven on earth.
Spirit Photography and Private Grief
Armed conflict shaped spirit photography from its conception. In the spring of 1861,
shortly after the outbreak of the American Civil War, the engraver William Mumler was
taking self-portraits in Boston through the wet-collodion process when a figure appeared
on one of his plates. 20 This he recognized as his deceased cousin. 21 Mumler’s discovery was
announced in the spiritualist press in the fall of 1862. The Banner of Light declared that his
photographs marked the dawn of a “new phase” that would “tangibly connect the two
worlds, the material and the spiritual, to the palpable recognition of sensuous
perception.”22 The spirit photograph was recognized as a means of uniting the material and
spiritual worlds by rendering the invisible spirit as a material object that could be both
seen and touched.
The year 1839 marked the emergence of a practical photographic process, but spirit
photography profited from later technologies that made photographs cheaper and easier to
produce, as well as creating a more receptive market. The invention of glass plate negatives
For spiritualism and the Civil War see Bridget Bennett, “‘There is No Death:’ Spiritualism
and the Civil War,” in Transatlantic Spiritualism and Nineteenth-Century American
Literature (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 147-176, Faust, This Republic of
Suffering, 180-185, and Mark A. Lause, Free Spirits: Spiritualism, Republicanism, and
Radicalism in the Civil War Era (Urbana, Chicago, and Springfield: University of Illinois
Press, 2016).
21 Martyn Jolly Faces of the Living Dead: The Belief in Spirit Photography (New York: Mark
Batty Publisher, 2006), 16, Crista Cloutier, “Mumler’s Ghosts,” in The Perfect Medium:
Photography and the Occult, eds. Clément Chéroux et al. (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 2004), 20-23.
22 A.B. Child, “Spirit Photographs,” Banner of Light (November 8, 1862), 4, in The Strange
Case of William Mumler, Spirit Photographer, ed. Louis Kaplan (Minneapolis and London:
Minneapolis Press, 2008), 39-44.
20
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in the early 1850s allowed for a single negative to produce countless prints.23 Mumler sold
his spirit photographs in the form of cartes-de-visite (visiting cards). These small and
inexpensive portraits were produced from a single plate that could hold eight images with
varying poses. Cartes-de-visite were popular in the 1850s and 60s, and were produced in
the millions as the public collected portraits of famous individuals.24 Mumler benefited
from this trend, and he quickly established a following in Boston and later New York. His
clientele included William Lloyd Garrison and Mary Todd Lincoln, giving him the dubious
honour as “the man who captured Lincoln’s ghost.”25 Mumler also utilized the post to sell
his prints and advertised them through the Spiritual Magazine. One of his customers was
the amateur English medium, Georgina Houghton. Ten years after Mumler’s discovery,
Houghton partnered with the photographer Frederick Hudson and announced that the first
successful spirit photograph had been taken in London.26
The first generation of spirit photographers were more commercially motivated
than their twentieth-century, research-oriented, successors.27 For example, Mumler sold
his cartes-de-visite for $10 apiece when a single photograph typically sold for 25¢. 28 Britain
became the epicenter of spirit photography in the early twentieth century, as psychical
researchers became more interested in the spirit hypothesis. William Hope, a carpenter
Naomi Rosenblum, A World History of Photography Fourth Edition (New York and
London: Abbeville Press, 2007), 56.
24 Mary Warner Marien, Photography: A Cultural History Third Edition (London: Prentice
Hall, 2011), 83, Robert Hirsch, Seizing the Light: A History of Photography (Boston: McGraw
Hill, 2000), 78-80.
25 Peter Manseau, The Apparitionists: A Tale of Phantoms, Fraud, Photography and the Man
Who Captured Lincoln’s Ghost (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017).
26 Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 24.
27 Pierre Apraxine and Sophie Schmit, “Photography and the Occult,” in The Perfect Medium,
eds. Chéroux et al.
28 Cloutier, “Mumler’s Ghost,” 21.
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from Crewe, and his partner, the medium Mrs. Buxton, began taking spirit photographs in
1905. Hope apparently stumbled upon spirit photography accidentally, just like Mumler.
While photographing a friend, a mysterious figure appeared, which the man recognized as
his deceased sister. The Crewe Circle gained wider attention in 1908 after the Archdeacon
Thomas Colley sat with Hope and identified an extra as his mother. Colley was so
impressed that he provided Hope with a Lancaster quarter plate camera, which he
continued to use well into the 1920s.29 Hope’s popularity grew in the interwar period and
he was endorsed by the Society for the Study of Supernormal Pictures (SSSP) and the
British College of Psychic Science (BCPS), founded in 1918 and 1920, respectively. The
former included well-known spiritualists such as Arthur Conan Doyle.30
It is tempting to attribute the rise of spirit photography to an unquestioning faith in
photographic technology. The camera offered the possibility of “mechanical objectivity,”
since nature could automatically imprint itself onto the photographic plate without the
tainted influence of the subjective artist.31 In 1844, Henry Fox Talbot famously introduced
his photographs with the explanation that they were drawn “without any aid of the artist's
pencil” and were instead “impressed by nature's hand.”32 The writer Maurice Hewlett
criticized Conan Doyle on these grounds, stating:

By the time Doyle wrote his History of Spiritualism in 1926, Hope was still using this
camera. Conan Doyle, History of Spiritualism, vol. II, 146.
30 Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 90.
31 Daston and Galison define mechanical objectivity as “the insistent drive to repress the
willful intervention of the artist-author, and to put in its stead a set of procedures that
would, as it were, move nature to the page through a strict protocol, if not automatically”
(Daston and Gallison, Objectivity, 121).
32 Henry Fox Talbot, The Pencil of Nature (London: Longman, Brown, Greens and Longman,
1844), 1.
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If he believes in the photographs…he must believe…that a mechanical
operation, where human agency has done nothing but prepare a plate, focus
an object, press a button, and print a picture, has rendered visible something
which is not otherwise visible to the common naked eye. That is really all
that Sir Arthur has to tell us.33
This was certainly one argument made in favour of spirit photography.34 One spiritualist
remarked, “we will believe even the modern ghost if it can be fixed on paper...liable to no
delusions, has no brains to be diseased, and is exact in its testimony.”35 The spirit
photograph appeared to refute spiritualism’s critics, since it could not be accused of
madness or error.
This explanation is appealing, but it is not enough to account for spirit
photography’s popularity. Photography's claims to objectivity have always been contested.
Even before spirit photography, Britons and Americans were aware that the photographic
medium was not always objective.36 When Mumler shared his first spirit photograph to a
friend, it was not accepted uncritically but dismissed as a double-exposure.37 Early
photographers manipulated and combined images to produce illusions and famous
Quoted in Alex Owen, “‘Borderland Forms:’ Arhtur Conan Doyle, Albion’s Daughters and
the Politics of the Cottingley Fairies,” History Workshop Journal 38, no. 1 (Sept. 1994): 65.
Hewlett was specifically criticizing Conan Doyle’s endorsement of the Cottingly fairies
photographs, but the logic applies to spirit photography as well.
34 For the link between science and spirit photography see John Harvey, Photography and
Spirit (London: Reaktion Books, 2007), 70-106.
35 Quoted in Jennifer Tucker, Nature Exposed: Photography as Eyewitness in Victorian
Science (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2005), 70.
36 Jordan Bear argues, “the milieu into which this supposedly revolutionary medium was
inserted was primed not to receive photography as unquestionably objective.” As he
observes, “scientific demonstrations, magic shows, and philosophical games repeatedly put
the visual credulity of the modern public to the test in ways that inspired, and were shaped
by, the reality claims of photography.” See Jordan Bear, Disillusioned: Victorian Photography
and the Discerning Subject (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
2015), 5. For early examples of photographic tricks before spirit photography, see Tucker,
Nature Exposed, 71-73.
37 William H. Mumler, The Personal Experiences of William H. Mumler in Spirit-Photography
(Boston: Colby and Rich, 1875), in Strange Case of William Mumler, ed. Kaplan, 70.
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photographers such as Henry Peach Robinson took it for granted that his audience would
recognize his mediating influence.38 Scientists were also aware that photographs were
liable to distortion.39 Far from being purely mechanical, photography was a labour
intensive affair and issues of class and gender impacted who could be trusted to use
photography for scientific purposes.40 There were debates about when photography
counted as science and when it was art. Scientists tended to emphasize the need to reduce
the influence of the self as much as possible, while artistic movements such as pictorialism
embraced interference.41
Spiritualists were also conscious of trickery. Mumler’s French counterpart, Edouard
Buguet, was convicted of fraud in 1875. Police discovered dummies, shrouds, fake beards,
and hundreds of facial portraits in his Paris studio. Buguet confessed that his assistants
conversed with clients to gather information while he prepared for sittings. Details about
the deceased were passed onto Buguet, who proceeded to photograph a disguised dummy
or a portrait that resembled the description.42 Even Conan Doyle accepted Buguet's
deception, cautioning that, when it came to spirit photography “fraud must be carefully
guarded against, having been admitted in the case of...Buguet.”43 Nevertheless, spirit
photography and mechanical objectivity were encouraged by photographs of objects “on
the threshold of vision” beginning in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Examples
include aerial views of cities, bullets in movement, birds in flight, galloping horses, celestial

Bear, Disillusioned, 32-52, 53-79.
Galison and Daston, Objectivity, 126-130
40 Tucker, Nature Exposed, 3-4, 17-64.
41 Galison and Daston, Objectivity, 131-137, Marien, Photography, 172-174.
42 Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 22.
43 Conan Doyle, The Vital Message, 156.
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bodies, and microbes.44 In his book on spirit photography, Arthur Coates uses the examples
of X-rays, observing that, if the camera could capture the “material invisible,” then why not
the “immaterial invisible”?45
In the nineteenth century, it was common to argue that extras were objective spirits
captured by light sensitive plates. By the 1920s, a series of inconsistencies led proponents
of spirit photography to argue that the extra was a representation of the spirit.46 It was
observed that identical extras appeared at different sittings and with unrelated sitters (see
Figure 5.2). Experiments with spectroscopic cameras also found that extras remained twodimensional, even if plates were exposed from different angles simultaneously. Finally,
some spirit photographers produced extras on plates that never left their packaging. John
Traill Taylor, the editor of the British Journal of Photography speculated that spirit
photographs were actually psychic photographs: images of thoughts impressed onto the
plates. 47 Another common explanation was the “memory-mould theory.” First articulated
through a séance with W.T. Stead in 1895, this theory argued that the extra is a re-printable
“mould” formed out of etheric substances according to a spirit's thoughts. The mould is
then impressed onto the plate through natural chemical laws using the medium's psychic
power as a channel.48
Tucker, Nature Exposed, 67-68, Galison and Daston, Objectivity, 126, Rosenblum, A World
History of Photography, 245-257.
45 James Coates, Photographing the Invisible: Practical Studies in Spirit Photography, Spirit
Portraiture, and other Rare but Allied Phenomena (London: L.N. Fowler, 1911), 1.
46 As Coates wrote, too many “insist...that all these photographs of departed persons are
those of spirits. There is no evidence for that; but for the production of pictures of the
departed, as they were on earth, there is abundant valuable evidence” (Coates,
Photographing the Invisible, 12).
47 J. Traill Taylor, “Spirit Photograph: Are Spirit Photographs of Spirits?” Borderland 2, no. 9
(July 1895): 239-241.
48 Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 47-48.
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Figure 5.2. The same extra appears in two separate spirit
photographs taken by Ada Deane in the early 1920s.

The memory-mould theory was taken for granted when Stead explained the
production of the Deane Armistice Day photographs. According to Stead, the moulds were
prepared ahead of time in groups, and “were either impressed upon the plates before,
during or after the two minutes' exposure.” All that was required on the earthly side was
the medium and a sensitive plate or film.49 According to this theory, the extra was a specific
artist willing himself onto the plate. As one spiritualist stated, “they speak to us all of will,
purposeful and courageous beyond the barriers of death, constant and untiring-love, which
finds a way to its object...as only intelligent, persistent effort could discover.”50 This was not
a claim to mechanical objectivity.
Spirit photographs did not just exist within a culture of science but also one of
mourning where proof of continued existence was desired. The most common explanation
Estelle Stead, Faces of the Living Dead: Remembrance Day Messages and Photographs
(Manchester: “The Two Worlds” Publishing, 1925), 22.
50 McKenzie, “The Unknown Face,” Light, 440.
49
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for belief in spirit photography was recognition.51 The psychical researcher Fred Barlow
argued that, “there is no doubt that the whole fabric of the evidence for the reality of
psychic photography is based on the claim that…sitters who were quite unknown to the
medium have obtained ‘extras’ of dead friend or relatives.”52 Despite Buguet’s admission of
guilt, numerous former clients came forth to speak in his defence. They testified to the
unmistakable likeness between the extras and their loved ones as proof.53 This was part of
a larger pattern throughout the history of spiritualism. Once someone had become
convinced of spiritualism’s veracity, it was extremely difficult to admit that they had been
the victims of fraud or gullibility. When it came to spirit photography, it was the visceral
feeling of recognizing a loved one that moved people to accept the extraordinary.
The shock of recognition appears in many testimonies related to the Great War.
After R. Hipwood’s son was killed in France in August 1918, he sought the comfort of the
church, but the minister was unable to offer anything “beyond a joyful resurrection in ages
to come, perhaps.”54 He and his wife turned to spiritualism instead, and in June of 1921
they attended a sitting with Hope. The extra that appeared in the Hipwoods’ photograph
was “such a well-recognized photo” of their son that even their “nine-year old grandchild
could tell who the ‘extra’ was.” The Hipwoods thanked the Crewe Circle for “their work in
trying to prove in such a tangible way to broken-hearted ones that there is no death.”55
Their desire for definite evidence of an afterlife led them to experiment with spiritualism
Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 111.
Fred Barlow and Major W. Rampling-Rose, “Report of an Investigation into Spirit
Photography,” PSPR 41 (1932-1933): 124.
53 Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 22.
54 R. Hipwood, “Spirit-Photograph of a Soldier Son,” The International Psychic Gazette 96,
no. 8 (September 1921): 178.
55 Ibid.
51
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and the recognition of their son through a stranger's camera provided the proof they so
desperately needed.56
Psychical researchers and spiritualists also referenced procedures that they
believed eliminated the possibility of fraud. Hope gave his sitters a considerable amount of
control in the proceedings and his supporters struggled to explain the phenomenon they
observed.57 A London businessman, identified only by the initials J.L.H., visited Hope in
January 1919. His report in Light is written as if he were conducting an experiment, and in
fact, the BCPS referred to personal sittings with Hope as “experiments” and distinguished
these from “tests.”58 J.L.H. reasoned that he could not have been a victim of trickery because
he brought his own plates and never left them out of his sight. He opened the package,
signed the plates, and placed them into the slides. He then followed Hope into the dark
room where he moved the plates from the slides and into the developing dish. These
experiments were a success. On the first plate, he saw his recently deceased wife, and on
the second was a “vivid likeness” of his son killed in the war.59
Critics of spirit photography were not convinced by cases of recognition. Whatley
Smith (later Carington) argued that the extra might be based upon an existing photograph
of the deceased or was a case of mistaken identity. He observed that the number of extras
“clear enough to be capable of definite recognition at all is extremely small.” The faces were
Mrs. M.S. Hipwood attended at least one other Hope sitting in 1924. “Another Spirit
Photograph,” The Two Worlds 37, no. 1936 (December 19, 1924): 722.
57 Using the analogy of stage magic, Lamont notes that the effect of the demonstration is
dependent on the audience looking (and failing to discover) the nature of the trick
(Lamont, Extraordinary Beliefs, 44-45).
58 For example, the Assistant Secretary of BCPS, E. Ford, informed Harry Price that he could
“experiment” with Hope but that he “will not undertake tests” (“A Case of Fraud with the
Crewe Circle,” JSPR, 271-283).
59 J.L.H., “Psychic Photography: Successful Experiments,” Light 39, no. 1987 (February 8,
1919): 46.
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usually “blurred, out-of-focus,” covered in cloth, or surrounded by a white haze “as to leave
no more than two eyes, a nose and a mouth visible.”60 In anticipation of this criticism, one
woman who recognized her son killed in France in 1916, explained that the extra was “not
vague or shadowy, but clear for all to see.” Nor did she believe it possible that the
photograph was a doctored image of her son since “neither Mr. Hope nor Mrs. Buxton knew
that I was going, what my name was…or that I had lost a son.” Despite the extra’s
resemblance to a real photograph taken a year before her son passed away, it was not
identical, as the extra’s “face looks somewhat thinner and younger, and the pose is
different.” She also noticed “two distinct marks” on the temple, and she had been informed
that her son “was twice hit in the head by bursting shells.” These death wounds made it
clear that this was not just an ordinary photograph of her son.61
Additional witnesses testified to instances of personal recognition. Light compared
both of J.L.H.'s spirit photographs with those taken of the man's wife and son while they
were alive. The paper corroborated the “unmistakable likeness” and declared them to be
“amongst the best psychic photographs we have seen.”62 In 1925, the Two Worlds
announced that its staff had conducted experiments through the BCPS with a new spirit
photographer, George Moss. During the proceedings, an extra appeared which was
recognized by one of the experimenters as his friend, Rifleman George Carnt of the London
Rifle Brigade and who was also a member of a spiritualist church in Portsmouth. Carnt was
declared missing, presumed killed, and his body was never recovered. The photograph was
Whatley Smith, “Psychic Photography,” The Psychic Research Quarterly 1, nos. 1-4 (19201921): 348-49.
61 “Spirit Photograph: Another Success of the Crewe Circle,” Light 39, no. 2015 (August 23,
1919): 267.
62 J.L.H., “Psychic Photography,” Light, 46.
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sent to his widow who recognized George and asked for personal copies. After they
carefully examined more photos of Carnt, The Two Worlds concluded, “We have no
hesitation...that the extra is a likeness of Rifleman G. Carnt,” and added, “many members of
the Portsmouth Temple were able to instantly recognise the likeness.”63 The spirit
photograph served as a material object that united a grieving community with a soldier
who had vanished in the war.
It was within this context that one couple's personal loss launched their advocacy
for spirit photography. James Hewat and Barbara McKenzie's son, Second Lieutenant
William McKenzie of the 2nd London Scottish Regiment, was killed on 12 June 1918 in
Jerusalem. They took a sitting with Hope the following November. The results were
inconclusive and perhaps the matter would have ended there if it were not for a séance
between Barbara and Gladys Osborne Leonard on 7 December 1918. “Feda” informed her
that William had “done well” on the plate of another grieving mother, and that William's
spirit had become friendly with this woman's son in the spirit world. The description of the
mother resembled the writer Pamela Glenconner, with whom McKenzie was familiar,
although they had no personal relationship. The McKenzies obtained Glenconner’s photo
and the spirit presented “an unmistakable likeness of William.” The McKenzies also
identified what looked like a bullet wound in the extra’s temple, which happened to be the
cause of William's death.64
There remained the issue of why William appeared at Glenconner's sitting. J. Arthur
Hill suggested that unidentified extras might be the result of spirits from previous sittings
“A Good Case for Spirit Photography,” The Two Worlds 38, no. 1946 (February 27, 1925):
129.
64 “The Return of a Soldier Boy,” Light 40, no. 2078 (November 6, 1920): 364.
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leaving behind their “influence.”65 The McKenzies learned that the spirit of Glenconner's
son had helped William transition to the other side and taught him how to manifest his
presence on earth. “There was thus a link established,” Light explained, “the value of which
was shown in the successful results of the photographic experiment.”66 The two women
were united in a community of mourning through their shared interests in spiritualism.67
The relationship was initiated by a spirit photograph that presented an unrecognized
figure to one grieving mother, but a recognizable image to another, helping one woman
mourn and demonstrating to both the reality of spiritualism. The McKenzies became
staunch supporters of Hope and Deane.68 In 1920, they established the BCPS and offered
sittings with the Crewe Circle for £1 and 1s (or £2 and 2s for non-members). In their
opening week, an exhibit of psychic photographs attracted 500 visitors.69 By 1922, the
BCPS had an annual income of over £4,000.70
For every grieving person who recognized a loved one, there were far more extras
that went unidentified. Hope claimed to have a success rate of anywhere between 5% and
25%.71 Barbara McKenzie admitted “it is a well known fact that only a small proportion
J. Arthur Hill, “Unidentified Psychic Photographs,” Light 40, no. 11 (November 27, 1920):
420.
66 “The Return of a Soldier Boy,” Light, 364.
67 J. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, 29-31.
68 James Hewat McKenzie was interested in spiritualism, including spirit photography,
before his son’s death. But the incident was the catalyst that led them to invest so much
time and money into Hope. For his writings on spirit photography before 1918, see J.
Hewat McKenzie, Spirit Intercourses: Its Theory and Practice (New York: M. Kennerley,
1917), 102-107.
69 “Notes for Members,” British College of Psychic Science, May 1920, Eric J. Dingwall Papers
[hereafter Dingwall Papers], Scrapbook (AB), SHL, MS912/1/2, 76-79.
70 “Balance Sheet,” British College of Psychic Science, July 19, 1922, in Ibid., 82.
71 Arthur Conan Doyle claimed to Dingwall that Hope’s success rate was 25% but this
contradicted earlier reports of 5% (Arthur Conan Doyle to Eric J. Dingwall, December 4,
1923, Dingwall Papers, Scrapbook (Q), SHL, MS912/1/383, 9).
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of…the 'extras'…are recognised by those with whom they appear.”72 This meant that there
were countless spirits looking for their loved ones, and many of the extras appeared to be
former soldiers.73 Albums of photographs by Deane and Hope housed at the SPR’s archives
show hundreds of people posing with heads of young men, some in uniform, hovering
above (see Figure 5.3).74 It is impossible to tell who these unidentified sitters were there to
find, but the haunting presence of the nation's war dead was pronounced. Unidentified
extras provided a visual form and potential identity to the war's missing. McKenzie
explained that these extras were “of the utmost value, if only the right link is obtained”
since they could reunite the dead with the living and provide proof of spiritualism.75 Spirit
photography had a significant moral and scientific role to play in the spiritualist movement
during the interwar period. It is no wonder that Conan Doyle, having devoted his later life
to the cause, was so wounded by accusations of fraud.
Attempts were made to connect these unidentified extras with the living. In the fall
of 1920, McKenzie held a viewing at the BCPS, and Light agreed to publish them in a weekly
feature.76 The paper appealed to readers for help under the assumption “that many of the
public will realise how deep is the desire on the part of those on the other side to obtain
McKenzie, “The Unknown Face,” Light, 440.
Allerton Cusham sat with Mrs. Deane and recognized an extra as his 15-year-old
daughter. That the extra was not a soldier was a point in Deane’s favour “since the great
majority of Mrs. Deane's sitters…are mourning soldier sons it would hardly seem
reasonable to believe that her repertory happened to contain a picture of young girl a
perfect simulacrum of our daughter.” See Allerton S. Cushman, “An Evidential Case of Spirit
Photography,” Light 42, no. 2157 (May 13, 1922): 298.
74 For photographs taken by Deane see “Spirit photographs, Warrick Collection,” 4
volumes,1920-1923, Spirit Photographs, CUL, MS SPR 54/1-4. For those taken with the
Crewe Circle see “Spirit Photographs, Crewe Circle,” Spirit Photographs, CUL, MS SPR 54/6.
See also, Eric J. Dingwall, The Barlow Collection of Psychic Photography, British Library,
General Reference Collection, Cup. 407.a.1.
75 McKenzie, “The Unknown Face,” Light, 440.
76 Ibid.
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recognition from their dear ones.” Publishing them would fulfill “a sacred duty to our
friends beyond the veil.”77 After three weeks, they received a substantial number of letters
and photographs from readers asking Light to compare the unidentified extras with their
loved ones. The response prompted the editor to state: “we wish to point out very clearly to
all our readers that we cannot undertake or decide for them whether the photographs
submitted to us are identical.” From their experience, recognition was a personal and
subjective certainty. “When anyone does recognise psychic 'extras' there is never any doubt
about it,” Light explained, “and it is not necessary to call in the assistance of others who did
not know the original in the flesh to convince one.”78
In the early 1920s, spiritualists viewed spirit photography as one means of uniting
the missing war dead with the living. This could be achieved through the camera of a tested
and endorsed medium on the one hand, and the recognition of an extra on the other. Some
grieving families were able to arrange sittings with Hope and Deane and conduct the
“experiments” themselves, while others had to rely on the spiritualist press to potentially
connect them with these unidentified extras. If a link could be established between the two
worlds, this could not only help the living, but also prove spiritualism and redeem the
sacrifices of the Great War. It was this message that was delivered at spiritualist Armistice
Day ceremonies, which were conceived as giant public séances. What would happen if
those séances were photographed? Could the results help spiritualists validate their aims
on a grander scale?

“Unknown Psychic 'Extras' Can Our Readers Recognize Them?” Light 40, no. 2080
(November 20, 1918): 404.
78 “Unseen Psychic 'Extras': Can Our Readers Recognize Them?” Light 40, no. 2082
(December 4, 1920): 440.
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Figure 5.3. Unidentified sitters.

Figure 5.3. Ada Deane album featuring unidentified sitters.

271
The “Great Séance”: Spiritualism and Armistice Day Ceremonies
Stories about ghosts at Whitehall were reported in the spiritualist press from the moment
the permanent Cenotaph was unveiled in November 1920. One spiritualist, Jessie Freeman,
told the story of her visit to the Cenotaph late one night in the fall of 1920. The endless
crowds of the previous days had finally ceased, and there was nobody else present at the
monument. “Suddenly I became aware I was not alone,” she explained, “for around the
empty tomb, standing silently, were an army of soldiers.” There was something peculiar
about these soldiers however, “their faces were not sad, like others I had seen previously at
the Cenotaph, but shining with a great joy and peace.” It then dawned upon her that these
were not the faces of living men but of the dead:
as my eyes scanned the happy faces, bronzed and strong, I recognised with
surprise for one, and then another, of my friends who had died. I was greatly
startled at first, then a great joy overwhelmed me; I knew that this must be
the Army of the Living Dead.79
Freeman also noticed a woman, standing out of place amidst the ghosts, her “face
was…saddened by a great grief.” As the grief-stricken woman prepared to lay down a
wreath of white blossoms, one of the soldiers emerged from the crowd, placed his hand on
her shoulder and whispered “Mother.” The woman’s solemn face was suddenly “shining
with a new hope, a perfect joy and the sublime knowledge that HE LIVED.”80 The story
captures the central message that spiritualists conveyed every November: the dead were
not dead, the living could find them, and with this knowledge established, Armistice Day
could become the occasion of a joyous reunion. Spirit photography gave these beliefs
tangibility. Like the woman in Freeman’s story, the public could identify a loved one’s face
Jessie Freeman, “At the Cenotaph,” The International Psychic Gazette 87, no. 8 (December
1920): 34.
80 Ibid.
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amongst the spirits that surrounded the Cenotaph. In doing so, they would find comfort in
the fact of survival after death and achieve heaven on earth.
Armistice Day rituals emerged in the specific context of 1919. Occurring at the peak
of the “first memory boom,” and in an uncertain political and social climate, there was a
great urge to remember the sacrifice of the Great War's dead one year after the conflict. As
Jay Winter notes, from the 1890s to the 1920s, memory was used to formulate national,
cultural, and social identities.81 A nationwide moment of silence seemed very appropriate
as it reinforced a national community during the unstable period of demobilization and
reconstruction. To one observer, the silence meant that “all classes must combine as they
did to win the war, unselfishly and harminously. There must be a truce in domestic
quarrels, and end to industrial strife. We must all pull together lest the rewards of victory
be thrown away.”82 The silence momentarily realized the cause for which the men had died,
reminded people of the blood that had been shed to achieve this, and so sought to ensure
that their lives had not been given in vain.83
The silence had other benefits. It provided a civic alternative to prayer while
alluding to the moment when the guns went silent. It was both collective and private, since
the entire nation was united in remembrance for two-minutes but left alone with their own
thoughts.84 Silence could also express aspects of the war that were beyond words. One
writer in the Evening Standard struggled to communicate his feelings during the silence
and instead wished that he could paint “the passing of the Great White Army which lived
J. Winter, Remembering War, 18.
Quoted in Gregory, The Silence of Memory, 16.
83 As Adrian Gregory argues, Armistice Day originated as more of “an aspiration towards a
genuine international peace rather than a celebration of its reality” (Ibid., 17).
84 Ibid., 22.
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for two minutes to-day in the mind of every man and woman.” He wondered if it was true
that “the veil between Life and Death is very thin.”85 During the silence this seemed
possible. At the original Cenotaph in 1919, Australian ex-serviceman Bill Grant similarly
imagined “a Great Phantom army...Swiftly, Silently & singing as they went.”86 These
commentators resorted to ghostly metaphors to try and articulate their thoughts during
the silence. This same sentiment led Will Longstaff to paint phantom soldiers in Menin Gate
at Midnight in 1928 and The Ghosts of Vimy Ridge in 1929. His motivations were
metaphorical not spiritual. The figures were not literally ghosts, he explained, but “the only
way in which I can symbolize the dead.”87
The relationship between thoughts and ghosts was not just metaphorical according
to psychic theories. Telepathy popularized the idea that thoughts were analogous to the
invisible fields and light waves that made wireless telegraphy, X-rays, and photography
possible. In 1896, William Crookes pointed to Röntgen’s discovery to suggest that thoughts
might also be a form of radiation.88 Psychic photographers such as Hippolyte Baraduc,
Louis Darget, and Tomokichi Fukurai, attempted to photograph these thought waves.89
Myers argued that thoughts transcended not just the gulf between the normal and
supernormal but also the living and the dead. Mediums told sitters that thoughts of the
dead brought them closer together, and twentieth-century British spirit photographers
argued that it was memories that made the materialization of faces possible. An entire
Quoted in “Armistice Day,” The International Psychic Gazette 6, no. 75 (December 1919):
33.
86 Quoted in Gregory, The Silence of Memory, 19.
87 Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, 61.
88 Mauskopf and McVaugh, The Elusive Science, 115.
89 Fisher, Nature Exposed, 139-41, Andreas Fischer, “ ‘La Lune au front:’ Remarks on the
history of the photography of thought,” in The Perfect Medium, eds. Chéroux et al., 139-154.
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Empire joined in thought focused on the Great War's dead would surely have psychic and
spiritual implications. Conan Doyle referred to Armistice Day as “the great psychic feast”
and Light called the great silence “a great séance—the greatest and noblest ever held...A
gigantic thought wave to the other side.”90
It was repeatedly mentioned at remembrance ceremonies that to think about the
dead during the silence was to bring their spirits into sympathy with the living. These
public spaces became “thin places.” The Two Worlds described in 1923 how “the silence
could be felt. To the physically alive the two worlds were blended, for memory opened the
gates, and the risen comrades of the strenuous years joined with us.”91 In 1919, mediums
attested to the dead's presence. Alfred Vout Peters felt “a tremendous psychic power
flooding the hall, a power too strong to be almost borne at one time,” and Mary Gordon
described how she “saw a great concourse of our heroic soldiers…the whole vast interior of
the Albert Hall seemed to be thronged with them.”92 Conan Doyle rejoiced that, thanks to
spiritualism, “we can extend our arms and with smiling faces look up, knowing that we are
looking straight into those unchanged faces which once we knew upon earth.”93 Years later
he showed photographs of faces around the Cenotaph to audiences around the world.
Spiritualists embraced the two-minutes of silence, and had even anticipated the

Arthur Conan Doyle, “For Armistice Day: A Symposium of Reflections and Messages by
Some Distinguished Readers of, and Contributors to, ‘Light,’” Light 43, no. 2235 (November
10, 1923): 710, “Armistice Day: The Arisen Dead,” Light 40, no. 2078 (November 5, 1920):
868.
91 “Armistice Day in London: Great Meeting at Queen’s Hall,” The Two Worlds 36, no, 1879
(November 16, 1923): 382.
92 “A Mighty Host! Clairvoyant Impression by two Noted Mediums,” Light Special
Supplement (May 3rd 1919): 5.
93 “Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,” Light Special Supplement (May 3rd 1919): 3.
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ritual (in England at least) by several months.94 At the memorial event in April 1919, Oaten
asked the audience for a minute of silence “to concentrate…thought upon the dear ones
who have crossed over, and by thought and desire to bridge that gulf.” 95 The silence’s
ability to express what was beyond words found natural accommodation with telepathic
theories, which suggested subconscious links between minds (both living and dead) that
were empowered by feelings of love and community.96 Every Armistice Day, Estelle Stead
shared messages from her father on the other side. In 1920, W.T. Stead’s spirit
acknowledged that people might grieve over what they did or did not say to their loved
ones while they were still alive. “But words have passed beyond our need,” he assured
readers, since “your thoughts reveal to all our spirit 'boys' the greatness of your
love...There is more expressed in your thoughts than in all the eloquence of words used by
great men.”97 An individual's private thoughts could be telepathically communicated to the
dead during the “great séance” and thus lift the burden of grief, loss, and guilt.
The silence was also used to remember the purpose of the sacrifice, lest the soldiers’
deaths be in vain. As documented earlier, spiritualists hoped that the Great War would end
war by providing proof of human survival beyond death.98 Spiritualist commemorations of
the war therefore stressed the “fact” of survival. As Stead’s spirit proclaimed,
I would speak to mankind and tell them not of the horrors and the suffering
of the dear men who have 'died'…but rather of the everlasting love that is
between you…I would speak of the joy they have in knowing themselves
remembered and remembered as being in the family circle still. I would tell
all the vast masses to rejoice, to meet together in gladness, not in sorrow at
As Gregory observes, the silence originated in South Africa during the war (Gregory,
Silence of Memory, 9).
95 “Mr. Ernest Oaten, President, S.N.U.,” Light Special Supplement (May 3, 1919): 2.
96 See Chapter Three of this dissertation.
97 Stead, Faces of the Living Dead, 10-11.
98 See pages 58-78 of this dissertation.
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the foot of your memorial. Meet to celebrate the victory of life over suffering
and horror. Death enters not here! There is no death!99
Spiritualist services were to be celebrations, not solemn funerals. It was “not a Memorial
Service, though we call it so,” Conan Doyle asserted, but “rather a joyous reunion.”100 In
remembering what the soldiers had died for, spiritualists looked towards a future in which
survival was proven. In 1919, Ernest Keeling from Liverpool offered prayers that the dead
“will again co-operate with us even as you did on earth and help spread this truth of ours
throughout the whole of this earth-world—this truth that there is no death.”101 Keeling was
appealing to spirits on the other side to show themselves and work with the living. The
number of spirits that appeared at séances and as photographic extras in the ensuing years
indicated that they were answering the call. All that was left was to establish more
connections. As Stead’s spirit explained, by doing so, the grieving could come “face to face
with material and spiritual facts,” and by re-establishing familial connections with the dead,
“you can have a Heaven among yourselves.”102
Another message conveyed at spiritualist ceremonies was that the triumph of
spiritualism would unite the world's philosophies and humanity. Heaven on earth was not
just a personal project but a communal one as well. At the Armistice Day service in Queen's
Hall in 1924, Conan Doyle explained that his “ambition is to see the day when
Mohammedians, Buddhists, Parsees, Jews and Christians will all stand together to testify to
this same truth.” According to Conan Doyle, religious simplicity was needed before a true
human brotherhood could be realized since “nothing will be settled until religion is settled,
“W.T.S.,” “An Armistice Day Message from Mr. W.T. Stead,” Light 40, no. 2079 (November
13, 1920): 378.
100“The National Memorial Service for the Fallen in the War,” Light Special Supplement, 1.
101 “The White Insignia,” Light Special Supplement (May 3rd 1919): 2.
102 Stead, Faces of the Living Dead, 13.
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because that is the basis upon which all rests.”103 At a ceremony in 1923, the medium W.E.
Long stated that, when he heard Conan Doyle's call for spiritualists to support the League
of Nations, he saw “a mighty army (in spirit) of every country and colour—a real League of
Nations—united in the fellowship of the spirit to bear witness of man's immortality,
irrespective of creed or racial distinctions.”104 Long's thoughts of a universal brotherhood
were represented as ghosts, just as others had used ghostly visuals to explain the silence.
But his vision was far more political, as it represented the internationalism and pacificism
being advocated by the LNU.105 Nor were these visions meant to be just allegoric. The
ghosts were really there, and represented not only the fact of spiritualism, but also its
social implications.
Conan Doyle hoped that society would progress to a point where the veil was
entirely lifted and the deaths of the Great War were redeemed. He recalled the story of
Admiral Togo during the Russo-Japanese War, who, after battle, summoned the dead to tell
them why they had died and thank them for their sacrifice. “When we have got to the level
of Japan in psychical civilization,” Conan Doyle explained, “it will be they who will stand
here in a great meeting of this sort and we will welcome them and thank them for their
services.”106 The analogy implied that this moment would allow the Great War's dead to see

103“Armistice

Sunday: Great Service at Queen’s Hall,” Light 44, no. 2258 (November 15,

1924): 698
104 W.E. Long, “Remembrance Day in London,” Light 43, no. 3237 (November 24, 1923):
749.
105 See pages 85-88 of this dissertation.
106 “Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,” Light Special Supplement (May 3, 1919): 3.
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that their sacrifice had atoned for humanity’s sins and thus redeemed the bloodshed.107 At
Armistice Day, individuals momentarily achieved this in their own private thoughts by
reopening the connection between the two worlds in the public sphere.
Armistice Day spirit photographs were therefore a natural extension of interwar
spiritualist rhetoric. First, they visualized and objectified the notion that the dead were
present during the two-minute silence. It was one thing to make this claim, but spiritualists
also wanted demonstration, which spirit photography provided.108 Second, Armistice Day
spirit photographs were similar to Togo’s summoning of the dead. Although they were
mediated rather than direct forms of communion, the dead were still showing themselves
as the living thanked them for their sacrifice. Finally, spirit photography could help ensure
that this sacrifice was not in vain. If faces could be shown to hover above the cenotaph, the
Those movements associated with the spiritual revival of late nineteenth-century
Britain—Theosophy, occultism, and spiritualism—were heavily influenced by eastern
religious practices. At the same time, European popular images of Japan emphasized its
magical nature. The explorer, Lacfadio Hearn depicted an occult Japan in books such as
Japanese Fairy Tales (1898) and Kwaidan: Stories and Studies of Strange Things (1904). See
Chris Goto-Jones, Conjuring Asia: Magic, Orientalism, and the Making of the Modern World
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). Reverence for the dead in Japan was also
vibrant in the form of ancestral worship. The dead were seen as dependent on the living
and the accompanying rituals could last several decades. In the post-Meijei Restoration era,
ancestral worship was tightly woven into a nationalistic ideology in which loyalty and
obedience to the family was extended to the Emperor. See Robert J. Smith, Ancestor
Worship in Contemporary Japan (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974). The
modernization of Japan also challenges theories about the influence of modernity on the
spiritual, since the former did not lead to disenchantment in Japan in the nineteenth or
twentieth centuries. For these reasons, the Japanese state in the 1920s was an ideal
civilization for spiritualists. See Jason Ānanda Josephson, “The Empowered World:
Buddhist Medicien and the Potency of Prayer in Japan,” in Deus in Machina: Religion,
Technology, and the Things in Between, ed. Jeremy Stolow (New York: Fordham University
Press, 2012), 117-141.
108 Some ceremonies included clairvoyant descriptions. In 1924, one medium engaged in
this activity and the crowd recognized a dozen personalities. See “Armistice Rally in
London: Service of Remembrance in Queen's Hall,” The Two Worlds 37, no. 1931
(November 14, 1924): 646.
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public might recognize the extras as their loved ones. This would establish more
connections between the living and dead, proving spiritualism in the process and creating a
heaven on earth. Spiritualists were therefore not unlike other Britons commemorating the
war. The silence was easily appropriated and linked with spiritualist concepts of telepathy
and sympathy, and it was used to both remember the individual dead and the ideals for
which they had fought. Silence was a personal and political act.109 The spiritualists’ mistake
was overestimating the popularity of their worldview and the integrity of their mediums.
This hubris was evident amongst members of Estelle Stead’s Borderland Library. In
January 1924, Felicia Scatchered, one of the collaborators in the Cenotaph photographs,
proclaimed that Armistice Day was bringing people closer to the movement. As Scatchered
explained, Armistice Day rituals were only conducted once a year by the general public, but
were a daily philosophy for spiritualists. “For the essence of Armistice Day in the minds of
the people is remembrance,” she wrote, “and so, with unerring intuition this day developed
to the memory of those who died in the Great War is called Remembrance Day.”110 Months
earlier, The Two Worlds attributed the decision to swap the Last Post for Reveille as a “call
to life and action instead of the solemn good-bye which we used to hear.” This represented
“a striking testimony to the work which Spiritualism has done.”111 In these sentiments was
the risqué idea that Armistice Day was spiritualist by its very nature. “Is it any wonder that
the future is with us and for us,” Scatchered asked?112 At the end of the year, she was
Winter calls the silence “a performative nonspeech act.” See Jay Winter, War Beyond
Words: Languages of Remembrance from the Great War to the Present (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017), 173.
110 “Special New Year Messages,” The Two Worlds, 1.
111 “Armistice Day in London: Great Meeting at the Queen's Hall,” The Two Worlds 36, no.
1879 (November 16, 1923): 382.
112 “Special New Year Messages,” The Two Worlds, 4.
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involved in one of the movement’s greatest controversies in the interwar period.
“A Strange and Disappointing World:” Fraud and the Press
Estelle Stead understood the power of print media. Her father, W.T. Stead, was at the
forefront of the “new journalism” of the late nineteenth century. In their efforts to appeal to
a burgeoning mass market, editors made headlines larger, paragraphs shorter, and
included more interviews, gossip columns, and sensational stories.113 W.T. Stead also
believed that a democratization of the press was part of a historical trend towards
“downward” government.114 His infamous 1885 series on child prostitution in London’s
East End represented the potential influence of this new style of journalism. The story
caused moral panic, political reform, and Stead’s imprisonment. Critics feared the potential
dangers of rule by popular opinion. Matthew Arnold referred to the new journalism as
“feather-brained” just like “the new voters, the democracy.” He was particularly concerned
about recent public support for Irish Home Rule.115
Beginning in the 1890s, as editor of Review of Reviews, Stead’s interests turned to
spiritualism and psychical research. In 1893, he established a separate paper, Borderland,
entirely devoted to the subject. In this capacity, Stead attempted to democratize scientific
knowledge by providing a public forum where facts and knowledge could be exchanged.116
Mass consumption of print media was part of a broader growth in consumerism as well
as rising literacy rates. Increased spending power and leisure time led to burgeoning
consumer markets in entertainment, sport, shopping, and tourism. See Peter Broks, Media
Science before the Great War (London: MacMillan Press, 1996), 5-8, 14-16 and W. Hamish
Fraser, The Coming of the Mass Market, 1850-1914 (London: MacMillan Press, 1981), 225229. For the history of the new journalism see Alan J. Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in
England: 1855-1914 (London: Croom Helm, 1976), 117-130.
114 W.T. Stead, “Government by Journalism,” Contemporary Review 49 (May 1886): 653.
115 Quoted in Broks, Media science before the Great War, 15.
116 Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 131-132.
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The combination of spiritualism with the new journalism further tarnished the latter’s
reputation and caused concerns amongst those in positions of scientific authority.117 Stead
proclaimed that in order to reach a mass audience, editors should “never employ an expert
to write a popular article” but instead use “someone who knows nothing about it to tap the
expert’s brains.”118 This led to conflict with not only scientific naturalists such as Thomas
Huxley, but also members of the SPR, who feared losing control of concepts they held dear
beyond their limited social circle.119
W.T. Stead was killed in the Titanic disaster but Estelle Stead attempted to follow in
her father’s footsteps. In November 1920, she published an Armistice Day message from
her father’s spirit as a pamphlet for public consumption. She printed 5,000 copies, 3,000 of
which were given to the crowds at the Cenotaph. After placing an advertisement in Light,
she had to print a further 5,000 pamphlets to meet the demand.120 In 1921 and 1922, she
published Deane’s first Armistice Day photographs in Light, which had only begun to print
photographs after the war.121 Spirit photography’s revival coincided with the rapid
expansion of illustrated journalism in the 1920s.122 Stead and Deane’s work was also
bolstered by Conan Doyle’s lectures abroad. He recognized the value of spirit photography
Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 125-126, 146.
Quoted in Broks, Media Science before the Great War, 34. See also Bernard Lightman,
Victorian Popularizers of Science: Designing Nature for New Audiences (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2007), 28-29. For the popularization of science in the
twentieth century, see Bowler, Science for All.
119 Lightman, Victorian Popularizers of Science, 331-332, Luckhurst, The Invention of
Telepathy, 125-126, 146. For more on Stead and spiritualism, including spirit photography,
see Ruth, The Spiritualists, 190-205, and Fisher, Nature Exposed, 114-124.
120 Stead, Faces of the Living Dead, 31.
121 Ibid., 27. The first Armistice Day spirit photograph was taken during the two-minutes
silence at the W.T. Stead Bureau and Library (later renamed the W.T. Stead Borderland
Library).
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in the battle to spread spiritualism, as it was the only phenomena appropriate for large
audiences. As he explained, “it is difficult and unseemly to produce actual mediumistic
results upon a public platform.”123
By 1924, Stead and Deane’s work was successful, but the spirits were demanding
greater publicity. “We want to bring them to the notice of non-Spiritualists,” W.T. Stead’s
spirit explained to Estelle, “those are the people we want to force to take notice.”124 This
echoed statements that were made at the Queen's Hall Armistice Day ceremony. Ernest
Oaten, the president of the SNU stated, “our duty and responsibility to those lads is to put
our backs into the work and see that every unit in this country does its bit as they did.”125
These calls to action partly reflected a growing optimism within the spiritualist
movement. Light noted in May 1923 that “daily inspection of Press cuttings covering the
whole range of newspapers and periodicals…[caused] little occasion for complaint.” 126
Horace Leaf believed that press attention revealed “that the great interest aroused in
psychic subjects during the war was of a durable nature, and not rooting in hysteria.”127 A
noteworthy example was James Douglas’ exposé on spiritualism in The Sunday Express
between 1921 and 1922. His conclusions were mixed, but he left open the possibility of
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spirit phenomena.128 Douglas had a successful sitting with Hope and admitted that “the
mystery seems to me unfathomable and I do not pretend to have fathomed it.”129 To ensure
caution, he asked readers if anyone could replicate Hope’s results under natural methods.
The conjuror William Marriott answered the call, and successfully reproduced a spirit extra
at the BCPS in front of Conan Doyle without detection. Douglas concluded that the
possibility of fraud could not be eliminated, but that more stringent tests were needed to
determine if Hope was genuine.130
Douglas did not offer a ringing endorsement, but neither was he disparaging, and
spiritualists welcomed the publicity.131 In 1922, the popular magazine, Scientific American,
also agreed to award a $2,500 each to anyone who could demonstrate genuine spirit
photography and physical mediumship. Conan Doyle helped arrange the tests, and early
results seemed promising.132 After his 1922 tour of the United States, he believed that
overall, the press was more sympathetic to spiritualism, spiritualists were more aggressive,
and proof was accumulating. In 1923, the editors of The Two Worlds and Light both boasted
about record circulation numbers.133 Horace Leaf declared, “during my long association
James Douglas, “Grappling with the Unknown: the Dark Cabinet,” The Sunday Express,
November 27, 1921, 6.
129 James Douglas, “Are the Dead Alive? Is Spirit Photography Genuine?” The Sunday
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with Spiritualism, no more successful a year than 1923.”134 There was a sense that this may
be spiritualism’s moment.
Despite this optimism, there were forebodings of the coming crisis. Not all press
exposure had been neutral or positive. One of the more suspicious aspects of Deane’s
mediumship was that she requested sitters send her their plates ahead of time so that they
could be “magnetized.” Even Conan Doyle admitted that it was an “embarrassing” and
“unnecessary” policy.135 When the staff of John Bull refused to comply, and brought their
own plates, they received no results (although Deane attempted to claim a “smudge” as
genuine spirit phenomena).136 The assistant editor, W. Charles Pilley, condemned Deane:
“this is a sample of the childish maneuvers which…have served to deceive brilliant
journalists, learned scientists and erudite philosophers! It is a strange and disappointing
world.”137 Meanwhile, the Occult Committee of the Magic Circle—a society of conjurors—
complied with Deane’s request. But when they received their plates, they discovered
evidence that they had been tampered with and repackaged.138
Conjurors represented a significant challenge to spiritualists in the twentieth
century since they could replicate many of the phenomena through natural means while
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also evading detection.139 Stage performers took advantage of the public’s interest in
spiritualism by reproducing similar feats, but they tended to differentiate themselves as
entertainers and honest illusionists.140 Many were antagonistic towards those who used
the art of deception for other purposes.141 For example, Conan Doyle and Houdini initially
had a cordial relationship but in the 1920s they increasingly argued with one another over
the legitimacy of spiritualism.142
The Crewe circle was also a target of conjurors. In 1922, Harry Price, a member of
the Magic Circle, exposed Hope in one of spiritualism’s most infamous controversies.143
Price had arranged to have a sitting with Hope at the BCPS in February 1922. Working with
the SPR, he was given a set of specialized plates from the Imperial Dry Plate Company. The
plates were all cut from the same sheet of glass and secretly marked with the company’s
logo using X-rays. These invisible markings would only appear once the plates were
developed. During his sitting with Hope, Price secretly pinpricked the plate holders and
noticed that Hope suspiciously placed them in his breast pocket very briefly. These marks
were gone when they were returned to Price before the exposure. An extra of a woman did
appear beside Price after the plates were developed, but there was no sign of the X-rayed
As Sofie Lachapelle notes, psychical researchers had a poor familiarity with the art of
deception. See Sofie Lachapelle, Conjuring Science: A History of Scientific Entertainment and
Stage Magic in Modern France (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 67.
140 Houdini pretended to have spiritual and psychic powers very early in his career, but he
abandoned the act for reportedly moral reasons. See Michael Mangan, Performing Dark
Arts: A Cultural History of Conjuring (Chicago: Intellect Books, 2007), 162-163.
141 As Peter Lamont notes, the difference between the magician and the fraud, is that the
former demonstrates fabrications while the latter fabricates demonstrations (Lamont,
Extraordinary Beliefs, 36-54). For more on the relationship between spiritualists and
conjurors see Lachapelle, Conjuring Science, 59-88.
142 See Mangen, Performing Dark Arts, 162-171.
143 For an overview of Marriot’s experiments see Everard Fielding, “An Experiment in
‘Faking’ Spirit Photographs,” JSPR 20 (1920-1921): 219-223 and Douglas, “Is Spirit
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logos. Price also noticed that the developed plates were of a different thickness than the
rest of the Imperial plates in his possession. He concluded that Hope likely swapped the
marked plates with those from his own collection, which were hiding in his breast
pocket.144 Price published his findings in the SPR’s journal weeks later and in a pamphlet
titled, Cold Light on Spiritualistic “Phenomena.”145
These arguments over spiritualism were not just dispassionate debates about
objectivity and truth, but also about claims to authority. Price established his own society
to rival that of the SPR, and he endorsed plenty of spiritualist and psychic phenomena, even
as he debunked Hope. Ironically, Eric J. Dingwall, the SPR’s research officer, once criticized
the standards of Price’s society as comparable to that of the BCPS.146 The debates also
occurred against a backdrop of social and political change. The extension of the voting
franchise to women and non-property owning men in 1918 tripled the number of eligible
voters in Britain from 7.6 million to 21.7 million.147 This was followed by the collapse of the
Liberal party and the election of the first Labour prime minister in January 1924, the same
year that the Daily Sketch exposed Ada Deane.
Gender figured prominently in developments surrounding conjuring and
spiritualism. It was perhaps no coincidence that the conjuror’s most popular illusion in the
1920s was to saw a woman in half.148 Stage magic was a male dominated profession. As
Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 101.
“A Case of Fraud with the Crewe Circle,” JSPR, 271-283 and Harry Price, Cold Light on
Spiritualistic “Phenomena:” An Experiment with the Crewe Circle (London: Kegan Paul,
Trench, Trubner, 1922).
146 Mauskopf and McVaugh, The Elusive Science, 26.
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Sofie Lachapelle and others have noted, a key distinctions between conjurors and mediums
was that the latter tended to be women, acting in passive roles, who made no claims to
understand the phenomena in question. In contrast, conjurors were usually men who could
demonstrate their control of scientific knowledge as well as their bodies. Houdini’s famous
escape act put the power of the masculine form on full display.149 If women wanted to use
the tricks of the conjuror, they had to do so as mediums. This made them a target of
conjurors like Houdini, and it was usually men, such as Harry Price, who discovered women
with certain talents before grooming them into spiritualist mediums.150
Issues regarding gender and class impacted debates about spirit photography.
Conan Doyle’s rejoinder to Price contained the usual lines of defence used by spiritualists:
he appealed to the scientific authority of William Crookes who endorsed Hope, and placed a
premium on positive evidence obtained in (apparently) controlled settings. But Conan
Doyle also naively believed that fraudulent mediums were “so easily found out that one
could hardly make a living at so precarious a trade.”151 His failure to see through Hope
reflected prewar social power dynamics. The rise of Labour had demonstrated just how
much the Liberal party relied on a small electorate of elite middle class male voters. This
could not be sustained given an enlarged voting franchise and increasing classconsciousness.152 Hope and Deane also represented growing access to photography, which

Lachapalle, Conjuring Science, 87.
Hazelgrove, Spiritualism and British society between the wars, 250.
151 Arthur Conan Doyle, The Case for Spirit Photography (New York: George H. Doran
Company, 1923), 13, 17.
152 As Waites argues, the war introduced greater segments of the working class to issues
regarding fairness, “equality of sacrifice” and “profiteering.” See Bernard Waites, A Class
Society at War: England 1914-1918 (New York: Berg, 1987), 16-17, 235.
149
150

288
had spread beyond middle class males.153 Spiritualists could not see beyond their own
images of Deane and Hope as passive simpletons through which the spirits operated. How
could a carpenter like Hope trick scientific men like William Crookes? As Conan Doyle
wrote, “his hand with their worn nails and square-ended fingers are those of the worker,
and the least adapted to sleight-of-hand tricks of any that I have seen.”154
The same biases manifested in controversies surrounding Ada Deane. The spirit
photographer insisted on carrying a handbag during experiments, which raised further
suspicions. Dingwall once witnessed Deane place her right hand, which was holding his
plates, into her bag as she retrieved her hymnbook. According to Dingwall, she “fumbled
about and then withdrew…what were apparently the same four slides and two hymn
books.” His accomplice meanwhile, never noticed this potential sleight of hand.155 As in the
case of Hope, Deane’s supporters found it hard to accept that she was using a conjuror’s
tricks. She came from humble origins, was a single mother of three, and was in her fifties
when she started producing spirit photographs. Commenting on the handbag, Oliver Lodge
stated, “if she knew more about conjuring she would be more careful, but I doubt if she
knows anything worth talking about.”156 After the Sketch exposed Deane, The Two Worlds
thought it ludicrous that “a quiet and mature woman who has no interest whatever in
sport, has carefully selected a number of prominent athletes and patched up a
photograph…which would take a skilled photographer eight or ten hours to produce.”157

Rosenblum, A World History of Photography, 267.
Conan Doyle, Case for Spirit Photography, 15-17.
155 Untitled report by E.J. Dingwall, March 9, 1922, Medium Files, Deane, CUL, MS SPR.
156 Oliver Lodge to E.J. Dingwall, April 8, 1922, Medium Files, Deane, CUL, MS SPR.
157 “Much Ado About a Psychic Photograph,” The Two Worlds 37, no 1932 (November 27th,
1924): 660.
153
154

289
Stead similarly protested to the Sketch, “you have seen Mrs. Deane; do you think she
appears to have the technical knowledge or skill to fake such a truly wonderful result?”158
Gender norms prohibited Deane from a career as a conjuror. This meant that her
public persona was either that of a genuine medium or a dangerous fraud. As Jenny
Hazelgrove notes, it was not uncommon for mediums to be portrayed as swindlers preying
on the bereaved.159 Elliot O’Donnell proclaimed in 1920, that for every well-intentioned
medium “there are ninety-nine who…rely on their powers of deception, in order to rake in
the shekels.”160 After Deane’s exposure, one reader of the Sketch found it “dastardly cruel
that individuals, especially women, should resort to these spirit photographs, thereby
ridiculing the heroes of the war and…causing sorrow and distress in many homes.”161
Reports of sobbing women at Carnegie Hall, left one Evening Standard reporter “appalled”
by Deane’s “seeming lack of reverence” and exploitation of “hysterical women.”162
Anxieties about charlatans and hysteria had a long history, but were given new
urgency in the aftermath of the Great War. Bernard Waites notes that the public disdain for
war profiteers exploiting those “bleeding for the country,” led to a postwar antagonism
against “profiteering.”163 The image of the evil and greedy opportunist made for an ideal
villain in popular novels in the 1920s, such as E. Phillips Oppenheim’s The Profiteers.164
Spirit photography had elicited controversy and criticism from conjurors but the location
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of the Cenotaph had raised the stakes. Spiritualists had projected private thoughts onto the
public monument and grafted their political, religious, and scientific claims onto something
that was meant to be sacred. The exposure of these views to a broader public—and during
a period when their claims were filled with tension—invited a level of scrutiny that
spiritualists were unprepared to address.
The social and political environment of 1920s Britain provided a motive for
exposing spirit photographers such as Deane, but other factors made it feasible. The rapid
expansion of news photography in the interwar period created a demand (especially at the
daily tabloids) for expert photographers.165 It was the Sketch’s photographer, W. Lord, who
led the campaign against Deane in 1924. Utilizing the lessons provided in the preceding
years by Marriot, Price, and other conjurors, Lord published his own spirit photographs
that he obtained through natural methods.166 He challenged Deane to demonstrate the
veracity of her mediumship under strict conditions and agreed to donate £1,000 to a
hospital if she was successful.167 Deane protested that she could not produce phenomena
“under any conditions” since “they come from some power which works through me, and
over which I have no control.”168 Stead also countered that Deane had produced
phenomena under more restrictive circumstances than those of Lord. She issued her own
challenge: if Lord could obtain results in the same setting as Deane, she would donate £100

Peter Twaites, “Circles of Confusion and Sharp Vision: British News Photography 191939,” in Northcliffe’s Legacy: Aspects of the British Popular Press, 1896-1996, eds. Peter
Catterall et al. (London: Macmillan, 2000), 106-107.
166 “‘Spirits’—While You Wait,” Daily Sketch, 2.
167 “£1,000 Challenge Declined: Mrs. Deane a Charlatan and a Fraud,” Daily Sketch,
November 21, 1924, 2.
168 Ada Deane, “Mrs. Deane’s Reply: Doubts if Money Would Tempt Her Wonderful Power,”
Daily Sketch, November 21, 1924, 2.
165

291
to charity.169 But the Sketch’s challenge had publically backed Deane into a corner that she
could not escape with her reputation intact. As the paper sarcastically remarked: “Mrs.
Deane’s familiar spirit will not help her to obtain £1,000 for…the Middlesex Hospital.”170
Stead blamed the controversy on the pressure that the press placed upon her in the
days before and after the famous Armistice Day photograph was taken. The Daily Graphic
and the Sunday Express had expressed interest in the results. After the photos were first
published in the Sketch, Stead sent prints to the Topical Press Agency so they could be
circulated within the press. The following morning she was informed that they could not be
reproduced because they had violated copyright. The Daily Sketch meanwhile, had been
informed of this development. The ensuing publicity arose not just because the press was
interested, but also because Stead was willing to oblige. She seemed to be following the
advice of her father's spirit to spread the urgent truth of spiritualism.171 Before Armistice
Day, W.T. Stead's spirit issued a call to action. “Many of you are frightened to come out and
testify to that knowledge,” Stead’s spirit explained, “fearing ridicule, fearing your social
position, fearing your business position.” Stead's spirit used the memory of the soldier's
sacrifice to remind spiritualists to act on these principles:
Think of them—these vast hosts…will you fail them? Will you not be brave as
they were when they went forth to fight for King and Country. They thought
not of social position. They listened not to ridicule. They went forth, steadfast
in the faith that is was their duty.172
Whatever setbacks had occurred over the previous years were outweighed by a sense of
urgency and duty. Stead recalled that in the weeks leading to the 1924 photographs, “there
“Mrs. Deane and the ‘Daily Sketch’,” Light 44, no. 2290 (November 29, 1924): 729.
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seemed to be a great deal of excitement about them on both sides of the Veil. We were
continually getting messages about the preparations going on the Other Side, where there
seemed to be a great deal of training and grouping.” Demands were also made of Stead and
Deane. The former was informed to stop smoking until November 11th, so that the spirits
could draw from her “clear and pure” psychic power. Since Estelle was “a rather keen
smoker this was a test of endurance.” The sacredness of the ritual emphasized just how
important Stead viewed their work on Armistice Day.173
Ironically, it was the democratization of knowledge advocated by W.T. Stead that
compromised Estelle’s efforts. As the Daily Sketch wrote, their exposure “would not have
been possible if the Daily Sketch had not, at the risk of obloquy to itself, submitted the
pictures to the rigorous searchlight of publicity.”174 It was also amateur conjurors and
photographers, not scientific experts that exposed Deane and Hope. Another irony was that
spiritualists now found themselves using the same arguments that had historically been
used to discredit spirit photography. Since one of the extras was of African descent, Deane
accused observers of mistaking the likeness, since “all negroes were much alike to an
outsider.”175 Stead claimed, “it only needs a careful examination of the faces to realise that
those on the Armistice photographs may be somewhat similar in type to the footballer” and
that “surely there were many of a similar type of face who 'passed on' in the war.” One
spiritualist was irritated that sceptics denied previous cases of clear recognition but
suddenly found the recognition of footballers enough to discredit the entire enterprise.176
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Likewise, The Two Worlds wrote, “judging by the reproduction in the Sketch, somebody has
a vivid imagination …We are sometimes told that Spiritualists will recognise anything, but
our critics are putting us in the shade.177“According to these complaints, the Daily Sketch
exposure was a case of mistaken identity, which was easy to do given the general likeness
of the extras’ faces. If spiritualists appreciated the irony, they may not have appreciated
that they were compromising their most important line of evidence regarding spiritualism.
Stead still drew upon testimonies of those who had lost loved ones in the Great War.
Accumulation of evidence was more important than negative evidence, and the relatives of
deceased soldiers were given sacred status. G. Pratt wrote to inform Stead that he and his
wife “recognise our son Harry, who was killed in action March 2nd, 1918.” They had shown
the photo to several of their friends who verified the likeness. “This knocks the Daily Sketch
argument that they are faked on the head,” he wrote, “for if only one is claimed, the case for
genuine spirit photography is made out.” 178 Stead’s defence rested on the visceral feelings
and subjective certainty of personal recognition and the moral good that spirit
photography had to offer.
The potential damage inflicted by the Daily Sketch article was evident in the
spiritualist response. In a raucous open letter, the spiritualist, journalist, and former
employee of the Daily Sketch, Hannen Swaffer, called on spiritualists to pester editors of
papers if they spoke negatively of spiritualism.179 He complained that spiritualists were
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1924): 660.
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held to a double standard. If a medium was caught in fraud, they were always identified as
a spiritualist, but no paper ever referenced a “Rape by Presbyterian” or “Conservative
found Guilty.”180 The Two Worlds pledged to copy Swaffer’s letter and send it to the offices
of all of the nation’s leading newspapers. This was a “call to action to every Spiritualist in
the United Kingdom.”181
There were attempts to see the developments that followed the controversy over
the Armistice Day photographs optimistically. Stead claimed victory although feeling no
less persecuted. She maintained that the Daily Sketch exposure brought “many
people...wanting to know about Spiritualism.”182 The Two Worlds also thanked the press for
“drawing attention to this matter...there will be many dozens who will...investigate the
matter for themselves in a calm, collected and deliberative state of mind, and it is pretty
certain that ninety per cent of these will come our way.”183 Any press was good press. But
the exposure was a devastating blow to spiritualists hopes that the press was growing
more interested, and that public outlets could be used to advance the cause. In November
1924, W.T. Stead’s spirit called on spiritualists to be more proactive, but in the years that
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followed, Deane receded from the public eye. If 1924 had begun favourably for spiritualists,
the year ended on a bitter and pessimistic note.
Conclusion
Deane still produced spirit photographs after 1924, including ones taken during
Remembrance Day ceremonies, but only in the safe confines of spiritualist lodgings.184
After 1924, there was noticeably more scepticism and caution in reports of spirit
photography. In 1925 for example, The Two Worlds acknowledged that some people were
too swift to “cheerfully identify any face with a chance resemblance to some departed
friend, and we agree that there is tendency…to attach too much importance to recognition.”
Instead of claiming that recognition was a subjective certainty, and the most important
piece of evidence for spirit photography, it was now recognised as unreliable. As the paper
cautioned, “it must not be forgotten that such phenomena is very easily simulated.”185 In
comparison, four years earlier this same paper exclaimed that “psychic photography [was]
one of the most evidential forms of Spiritualistic phenomena in vogue today. The evidence
of the sensitive plate is invaluable.”186 The numerous cases of fraud had undermined such
naïve hopes.
Time was not kind to spirit photography. Spiritualists exposed more frauds in the
years ahead, instead of uncovering new talent and more evidence. In 1925, the once
promising new spirit photographer, George Moss, admitted to deception, and in 1933,
Deane photographed the spiritualist Remembrance ceremony at the Borderland Library
in 1929 and at Albert Hall in 1927 and 1931. In the latter, Conan Doyle’s face appeared, a
year after his death (Warrick, Experiments in Psychics, 21, 24, 276).
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Oaten was part of a committee that uncovered another fraudulent spirit photographer, E.R.
Mandeville.187 It was also in this year that further secrets came to light about once revered
mediums. Fred Barlow defended Deane and Hope against fraud in the early 1920s but now
denounced them both. As he wrote, “I was at one time a very strenuous advocate
for…supernormal photography,” but now he believed that Hope “tricked every time,” which
“involved a considerable amount of thought and preparation beforehand.”188 The tipping
point was Barlow’s discovery in the 1920s that Hope may have been using a flashlight
apparatus with a positive extra taped to the lens. Hope could “stamp” extras onto plates by
quickly turning on the device’s bulb and pressing it against the plate. A newly suspicious
Barlow began secretly conducting his own experiments during subsequent sittings. He
conjectured that Hope had transitioned from substituting pre-made plates to using this
“ghost stamp” method after his feud with Price. Barlow observed that whenever he gave
Hope the opportunity to substitute plates, extras appeared veiled in cotton or wool. When
substitution was not possible, the extras were unveiled as if impressed by a flashlight
during the sitting. If tests were too stringent to allow for the use of substitutions or a
device, no extras appeared.189 After Hope’s death in 1933, Barbara McKenzie confirmed
that her husband had discovered evidence that Hope began using a flashlight apparatus
after 1922. Nevertheless, McKenzie defended Hope as genuine; the spectre of William’s face
on Glenconner’s photograph continued to colour her judgment.190
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There were other scandals in the late 1920s as well. The tests with Scientific
American ended horribly and led to a further rift between the left and right wings of
psychical research. Conan Doyle recommended the Boston medium Margery Crandon for
the prize, and scientists on the committee were genuinely impressed by her physical
phenomena. Crandon could produce direct voice, moving lights, materialization of objects,
and the ringing of bells from a distance. In a July 1924 issue of Scientific American, the
committee hinted that she might win the $2,500 prize. Houdini, who was a member of the
committee, was not impressed. He uncovered that Margery used her head to ring bells and
to manifest objects, while her feet and hands remained in contact with the sitters. Houdini
called one of her exploits “the ‘slickest’ ruse I have ever seen.”191 Conan Doyle defended
Margery against Houdini, but two additional members of the committee publically
denounced Margery in 1925, noting that stricter conditions failed to produce any
interesting phenomena.192
Conan Doyle did not live to see Barlow’s denunciation of Hope and Deane, but he
showed no signs of abandoning spirit photography. In 1928, he endorsed a spirit
photograph taken during Douglas Haig’s funeral that appeared to show the former Field
Marshall’s face above his coffin. Conan Doyle believed this photograph vindicated Deane. As
he wrote in the Sunday Express, “this authentic case of Lord Haig must cause some heartsearching among those who condemned the Cenotaph pictures of Mrs. Deane.”193
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The revelation of a spirit photograph taken during Haig’s funeral highlights the
connection between spiritualist worldviews and changing war perspectives. Spiritualists
claimed Haig as one of their own just as in the case of Armistice Day. Conan Doyle stated
that although Haig was not spiritualist per se, “he was extremely sympathetic to our cause,
and sent us more than once a message of encouragement at our big Queen’s Hall
meetings.”194 Haig’s burial and the spirit photograph in question, symbolized a dying
mythology. In 1929, veterans released books condemning the war’s futility and the elites
who prosecuted the war effort. Today Haig has come to symbolize futility and
incompetence, and the question of whether or not Deane and Hope were charlatans seems
tragically evident.195 After Deane’s fall, Conan Doyle’s support for spirit photography is
evidence of “a more credulous past.”196 In his reminiscences in 1928, Conan Doyle spoke of
a bygone age that the world had failed to embrace. The Cenotaph photographs were “a
great miracle wrought in three separate years in the heart of London,” he explained, but
“the people heeded it not…it was one of the wonders of the world, and passed almost
unnoticed.”197 Spirit photography had of course earned the public’s attention, but mostly in
the form of controversy and exposure. Spiritualists failed to appreciate that, in the modern
world, enchantment also brought disenchantment.198 By 1928, the ghost story of the Great
War was fading from memory, at risk of being replaced by a new sensibility.
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The Ghosts of War
After the outbreak of war in September 1939, David Anderson took a walk to contemplate
the news. A veteran of the Great War, he was filled with terror as he remembered the
battlefield. His horror was contrasted by the peaceful moonlit night, which made him think
“that it was impossible there could be a war on.” The following morning, he was reminded
that the coming cataclysm was very real; the news reported that a liner had sunk with
1,400 souls on board. “This is only the beginning,” he thought to himself, “it seems a ghastly
nightmare.” After surviving the Western Front, Anderson once “wished that I could die in
peace time,” but as he wrote to his former comrade, Alister Hardy, “the hounds of war are
loose and we have the heartbreaking sight of our babies being disfigured with gas masks.”
Frightful of the future, Anderson informed Hardy: “If I happen to go west—one never
knows—I will try and let you know where you may be [sic]. That is if I am not a way down
in the infernal regions.”1
David Anderson was a foreman from Spital Tongues writing to the biologist Alister
Hardy. These unlikely friends had met during the Great War. Hardy was Captain of C
Company in the Northern Cyclist Battalion (NCB). When the war began he was 19 and
studying forestry at Oxford. Like most men of his class and age, Hardy enlisted in the war
shortly thereafter to do his duty, and received a commission as a 2nd/Lieutenant. By all
accounts, he was well respected by the men, and he established lifelong friendships with
many of them.2 In the 1920s, while corresponding with one of these men, David Anderson,
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the conversation had turned to the recent passing of one of their former comrades.
Anderson could not help but reveal his interest in spiritualism:
This might sound strange to you, but my wife Ann and myself do not grieve
about Archie, tho we pray for his progression at the other side of the veil
[sic]. We are spiritualists (Christian) and quite convinced about the future.
Where uncertainty—fear and unhappiness preyed on me—I have instead
Happiness, Contentment and Love and all foreboding have vanished like a
mist.3
This level of certainty and optimism is a far cry from the agony and despair that Anderson
felt in the immediate days after the Second World War. In the interwar period, spiritualists
had anticipated a heaven on earth; instead, between 1914 and 1945, Europe went “to hell
and back.”4
Hardy, it turns out, was very interested in Anderson’s spiritualist pursuits. Behind
the confident young man that commanded C Company was a soul in travail. Like Cyril T.
Newman, Hardy was raised in a different world, where the Bible and Christianity were
taken for granted. His exposure to the works of Darwin and Huxley at Oxford had deeply
troubled his worldview.5 When war erupted he made a vow that shaped the course of his
life: “[I] vowed to what I called God that if I should survive the war I would devote my life
to attempting to bring about such as reconciliation that would satisfy the intellectual
world.”6 Most of the subjects examined in this dissertation passed away or moved on from
spiritualism by the 1950s. Hardy’s efforts on the contrary, spanned over seven-decades. His
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story offers an informative case study into the rise and fall of the supernormal explanation
of the Great War.
Hardy’s biographer observes that it is hard not to smirk at a naïve young man’s
cocksure attitude that he could “satisfy the intellectual” world by uniting science and
religion.7 But Hardy was unwavering in his commitment. As he wrote in his memoirs,
which he titled A life with a vow, “the working of this vow has been very real to me.”8
Looking back on his life in the 1980s, he could not help but think that he had been guided
by providence to see his promise through. His first stroke of luck came shortly after his
vow. Hardy was fortunate to never set foot on the battlefield. He was transferred from the
NCB to the Camouflage School in 1915 in a case of mistaken identity. He applied to the
Royal Engineers in the hope of potentially becoming a pilot, but the colonel at the
Camouflage School mistook Hardy for someone else. The appointment was a perfect fit for
someone interested in science and skilled at art (he was an amateur artist) and Hardy
attributed this twist of fate to providence.9 After the war, he transferred from forestry to
biology where he became famous (and knighted) for his work on plankton. As he explained
to Anderson, this was a deliberate choice meant to obtain the knowledge and scientific
authority that would allow him to fulfill his vow. “[I] am trying to get a good established
position in the scientific world from which to speak,” he explained, “it will take a long time
yet but I have hopes. In the meantime I am…preparing for the future work.”10 Hardy kept

Hay, God’s Biologist, 57.
Hardy, A life with a vow, 1.
9 Hay, God’s Biologist, 67-70.
10 Alister Hardy to Dave Anderson, November 9, 1927, Ms.Eng.Misc.c. 1091, A.C. Hardy
Papers.
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his hopes secret from most of his family, friends, and colleagues until the 1960s when he
retired from his position as Linacre Chair of Zoology and Comparative Anatomy at Oxford.
In Hardy’s biography and correspondence, one can see the influence of both the
Victorian crisis of faith and the Great War on his spiritual thinking. He was an admirer of
George Frederic Watt’s 1886 painting, Hope, which depicts a blindfolded woman sitting
atop a globe, attempting to play a harp with only one string. Contemporaries interpreted
the painting as emphasizing the importance of faith in a material world. This was Hardy’s
interpretation, as he believed that the female figure was “blinded by science” and unable to
engage in the art of music. He posted the painting in his room at Oxford as he underwent
his own spiritual crisis.11 The spiritualist Ellen Little was fond of the painting as well, and
thought that it represented, “the hope of another and endless life after this physical life is
over.” The imagery was spiritualist in nature she reasoned, as the figure “is not playing but
listening, listening intently for any sound which may come to her, along that one string, from
Beyond.”12 The sound waves and vibrations from the string were analogous to the forces
that made supernormal communications possible.
The Great War also shaped Hardy’s vow and directed him towards psychical
research. As he explained to Anderson, the war convinced him that man needed spirituality
more than ever. “I have been feeling ever since the war,” he wrote, “that men cannot live
without some sort of religion” although not of a clerical variety. Spirituality made men
happy and contented, and its void in the modern world resulted in commercialism and
class conflict. He believed socialism was appealing because “men are wanting some great
ideal to follow,” which industrial life had failed to provide. The war had at least achieved
11
12

Hardy, A life with a vow, 50-52.
Little (published anonymously), Grenadier Rolf, 6-8.
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this on some level, and Hardy hoped that it would result in “much more love and sympathy
between men and the classes.” As the General Strike of 1926 demonstrated, this potential
had not been fully realised by 1927, but Hardy could still hope “that a time will come soon
when there will be a great spiritual awakening.”13 Like Conan Doyle, Hardy believed that a
spiritual synthesis with modern science would provide a holistic remedy for the modern
world; one that traditional religion had failed to achieve.
Hardy’s hope for a classless society was less superficial, and more firmly grounded
in his experiences, than that of Conan Doyle’s. Bernard Waites observes that the class
levelling that did occur on account of the war had a mythic power in the cultural memory.
One shoemaker recalled, “It is a paradox of war that whatever the position of a man or
woman, whatever may be the attitude of ‘others’ toward him in times of peace, he suddenly
seems to be elevated and mysteriously becomes a better person in times of war.”14 This
could have a mirror effect on the more privileged classes. The war had revealed to Hardy
the artificiality of class division. As he later wrote, he was raised “to look upon the working
classes as if they were quite a different race almost. They were never treated at all like
social equals—one should never mix with them.” His commission into the NCB introduced
him to the working class for the first time. This represented a culture shock, but over time
he developed a deep affection for his men. After the war, he maintained correspondence

Hardy to Anderson, November 9, 1927, A.C. Hardy Papers.
Quoted in Waites, A Class Society at War, 238. On the contrary, Leed argues that the war
exposed this vision of class levelling to be an illusion. Once officers learned that the
working-class ranks did not share their high ideals about the war, the resulting tension
“collapsed the entire ‘meaning’ of the war in its ideological aspect” (Leed, No Man’s Land,
81-82). Leed’s analysis is a European-wide study, and like Fussell, relies on a limited range
of sources.
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with dozens of them for the rest of his life.15 Hardy also organized an annual reunion that
was held until the 1980s. In both his scientific pursuits and private life, he was committed
to the vow he made in 1914. It was not until 1984, at the age of 88, that he published his
last book outlining his synthesis of Darwinism and spirituality.16 He died the following
year, his vow complete.
Hardy’s work can be interpreted as the last effort to realise the hopes of the Britons
examined in this dissertation. He believed that a spiritual science was the answer to the
intellectual, cultural, and social issues that afflicted modern Europe in the decades
immediately before and after the Great War. The conflict between 1914 and 1918 had also
offered an opportunity to rejuvenate humanity’s spiritual nature through sacrifice,
suffering, and redemption. Hardy was not a spiritualist, but like many men of science who
were interested in spiritual matters, he did attend some séances. He did not deny the
possibility of the survival of human personality or communion with the dead. As he
explained to Anderson, he was “sure that the spirit of man…will survive bodily death,” and
that it was “much more improbable that the part of our friends we love should end at the
bodily death than otherwise.” Hardy admired the work of Oliver Lodge, William Crookes,
William Barrett, and the SPR, but he did not like the “cult” of spiritualism, distrusted
mediums because of fraud, and believed that much of the phenomena could be explained as
subconscious imagination.17 These positions meant that Hardy sympathized with the rightHardy, Life with a vow, 59.
For his synthesis see Alister Hardy, The Living Stream, (London: Collins, 1965), The
Divine Flame, (London: Collins, 1966), The Spiritual Nature of Man (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1979), and Darwin and the Spirit of Man (London: Collins, 1984).
17 Hardy to Anderson, November 9, 1927, A.C. Hardy Papers. As Chapter Five
demonstrated, by 1927, mediums’ scientific claims were in a far more precarious position
than they had been immediately after the Great War.
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wing and High-and-Dry School of psychical researchers, and this had implications for his
later studies. When Hardy first engaged in psychical research in the 1960s after his
retirement, the intellectual foundations, practices, assumptions, questions, and methods
that had shaped the field between the 1880s and 1920s, had changed.
There is one other striking distinction between Hardy’s earlier and later careers. In
his memoirs, written towards the end of his life, Hardy’s vow is much more personal and
presented as the fulfillment of his destiny rather than as a part of a communal enterprise
that will usher in a new spiritual age or redeem the sacrifices of the Great War. Just as Will
R. Bird was honouring his brother in Ghosts Have War Hands, Hardy appeared to be
honouring his vow. What accounts for this contrast? What changed after the Second World
War? In the remaining sections we will examine the intellectual, social and cultural issues
that have led to the displacement of the supernormal interpretation of the Great War.
From the Supernormal to the Paranormal
Between the 1880s and the 1930s, psychical research had five general defining
characteristics. The first was its chosen method of investigation. With a few exceptions,
most psychical researchers followed a “natural-historical approach” characterized by
“meticulous observation,” “fact gathering,” and an “unwavering commitment to the facts
thus established.”18 Examples include the letters used for Phantasms of the Living and the
cross correspondence of séances by Lodge, Piddington, the Walkers sisters, and many
others. The second major characteristic was the significance of the spiritualist hypothesis.
Telepathy was originally intended to be separate from this question, but, as was observed
in Chapter Three, Myers’ synthesis brought the two directly into contact with one another.
18
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In the aftermath of the war, the question was probed with greater energy, and even those
within the High-and-Dry-School of psychical research such as Eric J. Dingwall devoted their
resources to mediums and spirit photography.19 A third feature of psychical research was
that telepathy’s existence was taken for granted. Researchers rarely asked if mind-to-mind
communication was possible and instead tried to discern if a trance mediums’
communications came from discarnate spirits or originated in the subconscious of the
medium or sitter. Fourth, two intellectual traditions influenced the field. The first was
nineteenth-century physics as typified by the work of Crookes, Barrett, and Lodge, and the
second was fin-de-siècle dynamic psychiatry. Finally, the field was dominated mostly by
amateurs with diverse backgrounds. These researchers operated through various societies
in Europe and the United States.
The established paradigm after the Second World War bore few of these
characteristics. The transition from psychical research to parapsychology is perhaps best
exemplified through the career of J.B. Rhine. In some respects, Rhine’s story is quite
familiar. He was raised in a Protestant family from Pennsylvania and underwent a crisis of
faith just as the United States entered the Great War. He was introduced to spiritualism and
psychical research during Conan Doyle’s 1922 tour of the United States. Intrigued by
spiritualism’s potential to unite science and the supernatural, Rhine joined the American
Society for Psychical Research (ASPR) while pursuing his PhD in botany. From 1927
onwards, his sympathies shifted more towards psychology and the right-wing of psychical
research. The Margery controversy convinced him that spiritualism was fraudulent, and
while most other researchers were consumed by séances, Rhine became more interested in
19
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mental phenomena.20 He was particularly intrigued by the work of Ina Jephson, who
hypothesized in the early 1920s that previous experimental tests into telepathy were
flawed. Jephson observed that in card-guessing experiments, the agent looked at the card’s
contents in full view of the percipient. What if the latter was not receiving telepathic
impressions but was actually clairvoyant?21 This led Rhine to group telepathy and
clairvoyance under the umbrella term “extrasensory perception” (ESP), which was also the
name of his famous 1934 book.22
Although Rhine drew upon a lengthy history of psychical research, Extrasensory
Perception is generally regarded as ushering in a new era of parapsychology.23 For starters,
Rhine emphasized the experimental method over the natural historical approach. The
SPR’s Phantasms of the Living had included an experimental component, but it placed far
more significance on cases of spontaneous crisis apparitions. This made subsequent
researchers biased against controlled experiments.24 Not only did Rhine reject spiritualism,
but he was not convinced that telepathy had been proven. Previous experiments lacked
rigour, and had failed to distinguish between telepathy and clairvoyance. Rhine also
incorporated contemporary psychology into his studies. He considered what affect mental
states such as stress or boredom might have on the results, and this required the
Mauskopf and McVaugh, The Elusive Science, 71-77.
Ibid., 32-36.
22 ESP was defined simply as “perception without the function of the recognized senses.”
Telepathy was renamed “Pure telepathy” and defined as “extra-sensory perception of the
mental processes of another person. ‘Pure’ refers to the absence of objective representation
of the mental act or image, which might permit of clairvoyance by the percipient.” And
“pure clairvoyance,” was defined as “extra-sensory perception of objective facts. ‘Pure’
refers to the elimination of telepathy from the experimental situation.” See J.B. Rhine,
Extrasensory Perception (Boston: Boston Society for Psychic Research, 1934), xiv.
23 Mauskopf and McVaugh, The Elusive Science, 102.
24 Ibid., 12-13.
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incorporation of the latest research into “perception, cognition, motivation, personality,
and learning.”25 Finally, Rhine was a specialist operating within the psychology department
at Duke University, and he used graduate students as research assistants and subjects.26
The experiences in this dissertation belong to an era of the supernormal. The
distinction is not just one of semantics. Parapsychological experiences were qualitatively
different than supernormal experiences, as they were validated through controlled
scientific experiments and expert statistical analyses. Individuals were clairvoyant or
telepathic according to a series of specially designed card-guessing exercises that
controlled for different factors under different assumptions.27 Eric J. Dingwall recalled how
Rhine’s book inspired a wave of private circles to try their hand at these experiments.28 The
supernormal experience was heavily structured around the idea that moments of crises
and intense emotional feelings stimulated telepathic phenomena. A telepathic experience
usually occurred in between dreaming and waking, and involved a hallucination. These
were not just abstract theories invented by a small group of isolated elites. Gurney and
Myers came to their conclusions because people were having these experiences.
Geographical distance and communal bonds such as empire, nation, or family informed
these spontaneous phenomena. During the war, a number of British subjects felt these
Mauskopf and McVaugh, The Elusive Science, 117.
Ibid., 102.
27 For example, Rhine used a “before touching” and “down through” method to find
evidence of pure clairvoyance. In the first instance, the percipient would guess the contents
of the first card in a deck, then touch the card and place it aside. The task was repeated for
the 25 cards in the deck. In a “down through” test, the percipient guessed the contents of all
25 cards in sequential order without touching any of the cards (Mauskopf and McVaugh,
Elusive Science, 311).
28 Eric J. Dingwall, “The Need for Responsibility in Parapsychology: My Sixty Years in
Psychical Research,” in A Skeptic’s Handbook for Parapsychology, ed. Paul Kurtz (New York:
Prometheus Books, 1985), 168.
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connections, experienced crisis apparitions, and looked for scientific validation through the
telepathic theory.
Another key difference in post-1945 investigations is the lack of trance, which had
allowed for the supernormal to encompass spiritualism and multiple personality. This
connection meant that spirit phenomena, ghosts, or anything related to post-mortem
survival was consumed by the supernormal, in dialogue with questions that
parapsychology neatly closed off into its own space. Instead, the general term “paranormal”
has become commonplace, and encompasses a host of phenomena that do not necessarily
indicate any association with parapsychology (see Figures 6.1 to 6.3). The term telepathy
has likewise survived in popular culture but is no longer associated with dreams or
hallucinations.29
Hardy was operating within this new register when he conducted his own tests into
telepathy in 1967. His interests in the subject originated from supernormal experiences
during the First World War. While serving in England with the NCB, the medium Mrs.
Wedgewood had grown acquainted with some of the battalion’s officers. In her
conversations with Hardy, she was able to vividly explain what Hardy’s mother looked like,
and correctly described his brother as sitting in a German POW camp.30 Wedgewood’s
visions appeared to imply telepathic ability. If Hardy could prove telepathy scientifically,
then it was a potentially revolutionary finding towards fulfilling his vow. As he stated,
it would at once lend plausibility to the possibility that the influence which
religious people feel when they say they are in touch with what seems to
As Luckhurst notes, “other fin-de-siècle quasi-scientific concept like mattoids, gemmules,
urnings, or vortex atoms” have not seen the success as the term telepathy has, which,
“persists as a popular belief” (Luckhurst, Invention of Telepathy, 1).
30 Alister Hardy, The Challenge of Chance: A Mass Experiment in Telepathy and an
Unexpected Outcome (New York: Vintage Books, 1975), 4-6.
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them to be some transcendental element…may be something within the same
field as extrasensory telepathic communication. Could it perhaps be…that the
element that is at the back of all religion might be some extrasensory shared
spiritual experience?31
Five decades removed from his experiences, Hardy now believed that science was ready for
the task. He followed Rhine’s work but argued that it was insufficient. He observed that
Rhine’s card-guessing tests showed evidence of both telepathy and clairvoyance. Even
when the agent did not see the card, the percipient was still able to correctly guess the
contents. This was Rhine’s point, but Hardy found clairvoyance to be too improbable. He
thought it far more likely that Rhine’s statistical results were flawed, and that different
methods were necessary.32
Hardy conducted a mass experiment involving 200 subjects with the SPR. Each
agent viewed a series of drawings, rather than cards, to avoid the possibility of lucky
guesses. The percipients were separated from the agents in adjacent booths, and were
instructed to draw what they perceived in their minds. Hardy hoped that by using
hundreds of subjects he could increase the chances of discovering genuine telepathic
phenomena.33 Although the statistical results were inconclusive, Hardy noticed a series of
curious coincidences. In some cases, a percipient’s drawings appeared to combine the
thoughts from two other agents, or from someone sitting non-adjacently to them, thus
indicating possible telepathy as opposed to clairvoyance.34
Hardy recognized that if he wanted to prove telepathy, then controlled and rigorous
experiments were necessary. The age of the “natural-historical” approach was over, and an
Hardy, The Challenge of Chance, 8
Ibid., 15-16.
33 Ibid., 18-19.
34 Ibid., 28-71.
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era of laboratory science had taken hold of a new generation of researchers. The work
conducted by the early SPR was interesting for historical purposes, but it did not constitute
definitive proof. Spiritualism was now rejected as an embarrassing detour prompted by the
will to believe in the aftermath of the Great War. Writing in 1973, and now disillusioned
with the field, the former SPR research secretary, Eric J. Dingwall denounced psychical
research. He pleaded with parapsychologists to learn from the mistakes of the past and
avoid the allure of superstition. According to Dingwall, the Great War had clouded the
minds of otherwise “extremely intelligent” individuals. Those like Fred Barlow had fallen
victim to “crazy beliefs” such as spirit-photography and devoted their lives to studying and
defending fraudulent phenomena. Trying to argue with them was “as useless as to argue
with a Capuchin about the devils on the lettuce,” he explained. But eventually the “rational
prevailed over the magical, and [Barlow] realized that all this work had been in vain.” The
Great War was a lesson about the “deadly effect occultism could have” on the mind.
Dingwall reframed wartime spiritualism as “occultism,” “magic,” and “superstition.”35 He
was engaging in a long tradition, in which terms such as “religion” and “science” are
constructed in opposition to “superstition” or “magic.”36 Isaac Newton’s physics were
inseparable from his interest in alchemy, just as Lodge’s interests in physics were allied
with his spiritualist pursuits. Decades removed from the events, and with hindsight as his
guide, Dingwall could now distinguish between the profound and the absurd.
Dingwall, “The Need for Responsibility in Parapsychology,” in A Skeptic’s Handbook, ed.
Katz, 168
36 Owen Davies notes that trying to define magic is a “maddening task” given its historical
overlap with religion, superstition and science. If a generality can be made, it is that magic
is often a “rhetorical tool” used to isolate and separate the beliefs of others. Thus, the
Christian churches argued that the pagans were engaging in superstition, not religion. See
Owen Davies, Magic: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 1-8.
See also Josephson-Storm, Myth of Disenchantment, 14-16.
35

312

Figure 6.1. Google n-gram search for supernormal (blue) and paranormal (red) in British English books. Note the peak for
supernormal during the interwar period followed by a surge of paranormal in the latter half of the twentieth century.

Figure 6.2. Google n-gram search for psychical research (blue) and parapsychology (red) in British English books. Again we see
an interwar peak followed by a steady decline. Note that as compared to the American context (below), psychical research
remained a frequently used term. This is likely because of the SPR, which still operates.

Figure 6.3. Google n-gram search for psychical research (blue) and parapsychology (red) in American English books.
Parapsychology was more common in the American lexicon probably because of Rhine’s influence.

313
New Physics, Old Psychics
Laboratory science was not the only intellectual harbinger for spiritualists. Quantum
physics and Einstein’s theories of special and general relativity were also damaging. When
Oliver Lodge began his scientific career, he was engaging in problems that were at the
forefront of physics. The advent of field theory and discoveries such as X-rays and
electromagnetic radiation (which Lodge had almost discovered himself) had necessitated a
conceptual shift in explaining the propagation of forces. The favoured solution was the
existence of a “continuous and all-pervading” ether, “through which forces propagated with
a finite speed.”37 British scientists in the 1890s, such as J.J. Thomson, William Hicks, and
Karl Pearson, sought to construct a “theory of everything” by explaining all physical
phenomena as merely different manifestations of the ether. This presented an awkward
dualism between matter and energy and so the former was reconceived as an
epiphenomenon of the transcendental and immaterial ether. For example, the French
psychologist and amateur physicist Gustave LeBon, argued that matter was an evolved
state of a pure ethereal state. According to LeBon, radioactivity was the degradation of
matter into “the final nirvana to which all things return after a more or less ephemeral
existence.” These ideas appealed to anti-materialist and anti-positivist physicists at the
turn of the century.38
It was in this context that Oliver Lodge pursued psychical research as a means for
constructing his own ethereal theory of everything. At the same time that he was designing
physical experiments to detect the ether, he was attending séances. For Lodge, the ether
Helge Keragh, Quantum Generations: A History of Physics in the Twentieth-Century
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999), 4.
38 Ibid., 5-11.
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served as universal continuum between physical matter and the spiritual world. He
speculated that the soul was actually the ethereal component of the physical body. Others
adopted the language of fin-de-siècle physics to understand spiritualist phenomena. The
ether was used to explain how extras appeared on a photograph, and how a divine
intelligence could guide evolution. As William Barrett wrote in 1917, “If the grosser matter
we are familiar with is able to be the vehicle of life, and respond to the Divine spirit, the
finer and more plastic matter of the ether might more perfectly manifest and more easily
respond to the instructable Power that lies behind these phenomena.”39 Relativity and
quantum mechanics accelerated the death of ether physics in the interwar period and
threatened to pull the intellectual rug out from underneath spiritualists. “There could
hardly be a material universe at all” without the ether, wrote Lodge, and the same was true
of the spiritual world that he had spent the latter part of his life trying to discover.40
The end of ether physics did not necessarily mean the end of a unification of science
with the supernatural, or even the end of spiritualism. The new physics was peculiar. Light
was both waves and particles depending upon how it was observed, and quantum particles
could influence one another despite being at opposite ends of the universe. Einstein’s
description of this quantum entanglement as “spooky action at a distance” is about as close
to a telepathic analogy as wireless communication. Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle
overturned the stable laws sought by Lodge and other spiritualists, but it was also a blow to
the materialism that they were rallying against.41 Even some leading scientists of the new
physics, such as A.S. Eddington, constructed new mystical worldviews. Eddington was on
Quoted in Bowler, Reconciling Science and Religion, 94, 101-102.
Quoted in Oppenheim, The Other World, 382-85.
41 White, Other Worlds, 6-7 and Bowler, Reconciling Science and Religion, 88, 106.
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the expedition that validated relativity in 1919. In the 1920s, he advocated for a new kind
of idealism based upon mind-dependent reality. Eddington wondered if it was possible that
“the mystical illusions of man…[are] a reflection of an underlying reality”? Or perhaps the
universe itself might necessitate a sort of “universal mind” for reality to exist.42 Plenty of
mystically inclined thinkers were inspired by the new physics. In a new twist on the old
cosmological argument, J.W. Dunne argued that, if the observer is necessary for localised
descriptions of the universe, then this required an observer to describe the observer’s
position, and so forth into infinity.43 These examples demonstrate that the spiritual was
just as elastic as it was in previous eras.
Relativity also initially faced opposition from within Britain, not least because a
German scientist was proclaiming to have proved Newton wrong.44 Those supporting
relativity did not necessarily understand the theory, and if they did, it was difficult to
explain to lay audiences. There was plenty of room for exaggeration, misconceptions, and
stretching of the facts.45 Some even skirted the boundaries between the old and the new.
Dunne’s popular book, An Experiment With Time, fused Myers’ subliminal self with the new
physics.46 According to Dunne, the mind was composed of two conscious observers, one
occupying the waking normal state, and another occupying the unconscious. This second
observer existed in a higher dimension where the distinction between past, present, and
Bowler, Reconciling Religion, 103-108.
Ibid., 103.
44 Price, Loving Faster than Light, 12.
45 For examples see Price, Loving Faster than Light, Bowler, Science for All, 40-42 and
Gerald Holton, Einstein, History, and Other Passions: The Rebellion against Science at the End
of the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 2000).
46 J.W. Dunne, An Experiment in Time (New York: Macmillan, 1927). Dunne never mentions
Myers, nor does he use the terms “subliminal” or “supraliminal” but the idea that the mind
had a dreaming self that accessed other planes of existence is distinctly Myers.
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future, was a meaningless construct. Perhaps dreams were glimpses into the future? Dunne
designed a simple experiment. He instructed readers to record their dreams as soon as they
awoke so they could be compared to subsequent events.47 Some spiritualists were
influenced by Dunne’s ideas. Geraldine Cummins talked about a “Great Memory” that
gradually came into the spirit’s view as it evolved to higher states of existence. However,
Cummins ideas were far more in line with the Myers tradition since her “Great Memory”
existed on the ether. As a new generation of scientists were making exciting new
discoveries in quantum mechanics and relativity, Lodge was still attending séances and
asking Frederic Myers’ spirit whether he should abandon the ether. “You feel I am right in
sticking to the ether hypothesis” Lodge asked Myers’ spirit, adding, “Everything would be in
chaos if it did not exist.”48 In June 1940, Nazi Germany entered Paris, thus succeeding
where the Germans had failed between 1914 and 1918. Two months later, Lodge passed
away. The spiritual universe he had envisioned had indeed collapsed into chaos.
The Decline of Spiritualism
Spiritualism did not vanish after the Second World War.49 A group of psychical researchers
in Kitchener, Ontario, continued to experiment with séances into the 1960s, and Doris
Stokes practiced a traditional and popular mediumship in Britain in the 1970s.50 But by
then spiritualism’s influence had declined. One study in the 1960s found that physical
White, Other Worlds, 172-181, Dunne, An Experiment with Time, 59.
Geraldine Cummins, Beyond Human Personality: Being Detailed Description of the Future
Life Purporting to be Communicated by the late F.W.H. Myers (London: Ivor Nicholson &
Watson), xiii. The séance occurred on 10 December 1933.
49 The SNU still exists today with 327 churches. “Our Churches,” Spiritualist National Union,
accessed June 29, 2018, https://www.snu.org.uk/Pages/Events/Category/churches.
50 McMullin, Anatomy of a Séance, 161, Hazelgrove, Spiritualism and British society between
the wars, 286-7, fn. 36.
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mediumship had almost vanished and high-quality trance mediums were rare.51 The
Second World War did not produce another Conan Doyle or Oliver Lodge. After the 1950s
the number of spiritualists dropped dramatically and never recovered.52
There were many reasons why spiritualism declined. In addition to the new physics,
other social and cultural trends contributed. As Chapter Four argues, the scale and nature
of death in the First World War led people to experiment with spiritualism. The Second
World War resulted in fewer British casualties and unidentified remains. For the First
World War, the CWGC cites 187,744 unidentified burials and 525,060 missing (47% of all
dead). For the Second World War, these numbers are 24,341 and 232,662 (40%),
respectively.53 Jalland argues that before the Great War, it was generally accepted that
women were bound to be emotional during the bereavement process. During the war,
women were then expected to retain the stiff upper lip.54 The shock of the Great War led
people to the séance, where death was acknowledged but also denied, and where grief was
reframed as scientific study. The spirits informed the bereaved that there was simply no
need to grieve anymore. Whether or not spiritualism was successful as a coping strategy is
another matter. It is interesting to note that, in the cases of Elsi Walker and Carolyn RhysDavids, their mourning was prolonged for decades. The surge in spiritualist activity in the
interwar period was nevertheless transitory. Mary Pearce and the Wayte family moved on
and passed away. In the case of the Second World War, there was perhaps less incentive to
Hazelgrove, Spiritualism and British society between the wars, 275.
In 1950 the SNU had 491 churches and 19,003 members but by 1959 that number was
449 and 15,712, respectively. By 1964 there were only 14, 622 members (Nelson,
Spiritualism and Society, 286).
53 “Annual Report, 2014-2015,” Commonwealth War Graves Commission, accessed
November 2018, https://issuu.com/wargravescommission/docs/ar_20142015?e=4065448/31764375, 39.
54 Jalland, Death in War and Peace, 226.
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seek nonconventional forms of mourning. Jalland hypothesizes that by the 1960s, the
stoicism encouraged by two world wars had become internalized.55 The way people die
and experience the death of others changed in the second half of the twentieth century.
Average life expectancy has risen significantly, making cancer and death in old age far more
common. Death is professionalized, and frequently occurs in hospitals and hospices over
prolonged periods in the presence of specialists.56 The precedents of the Great War and
influenza pandemic suggest that, if another shock to established customs, patterns, and
rituals, were to occur, we might anticipate more experimentation with less conventional
responses to death.
The study of psychology has also undergone significant alteration since the days of
Charcot and Janet. As Chapters Three and Four demonstrated, psychical research and
spiritualism were closely related to the psychological sciences. The postwar popularity of
psychoanalysis offered the bereaved an alternative to spiritualism as a form of therapy. In
the 1980s and 1990s, trance and “spirit controls” were most likely to be pathologized into
multiple personalities. Leading experts in the fields of medicine or psychiatry were unlikely
to probe these patients as gateways to the spirit world.57 Biological psychiatry surpassed
psychoanalysis in the era after the Second World War. The historian Edward Shorter has
boldly stated, “If there is one central intellectual reality at the end of the twentieth century,
it is that the biological approach to psychiatry…has been a smashing success.”58 Shorter
notes the decline of the asylum system, and views dynamic psychiatry as a “hiatus” from
Jalland uses Geoffrey Gorer’s data from the 1960s to reach this conclusion (Jalland, Death
in War and Peace, 218-226). See also Geoffrey Gorer, Death, Grief, and Mourning in
Contemporary Britain (London: Cresset Press, 1965).
56 Jalland, Death in War and Peace, 5-7.
57 See Hacking, Rewriting the Soul.
58 Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, vii.
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the more successful biological approach.59 Contemporary popular images of the First World
War have emphasized the stories of shell-shocked soldiers and the work of psychiatrists
such as W.H.R. Rivers, who treated Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen.60 The emphasis is
now on trauma and the futility of the war. The progress of the psychological sciences
discourages any interest in stories of séances. The modern ghost represents a more
traumatic haunting than the happy and glorified ghosts of Gladys Osborne Leonard and
other mediums.
Britain’s relationship to Christianity has also changed, especially since the 1960s.
The spiritual revival of the late nineteenth century was influenced by Eastern mysticism in
addition to Christianity, but, as this dissertation has shown, spiritualism in the interwar
period was a form of diffusive Christianity. Soldiers were granted resurrection for their
service, the sins of modernity were atoned for, and the war would bring redemption.
Spiritualism advocated for a democratic heaven, but a heaven nonetheless, and this
influenced the church’s attitudes towards the afterlife. Conan Doyle and Lodge were both
Christian, and they sought to improve the teachings of Christianity. Although the church’s
authority had declined in the nineteenth century, a Christian culture was still a pervasive
element in Britain in the early twentieth century. Callum Brown has argued, that
Christianity’s influence on British culture declined drastically in the 1960s, owing to the
erosion of traditional values concerning the home and family. The 1960s saw the end of

Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, 145.
See for example, Pat Barker’s successful Regeneration trilogy. Pat Barker, The
Regeneration Trilogy (London: Penguin, 2013). The first novel, Regeneration was published
in 1991, followed by The Eye in the Door (1993) and The Ghost Road (1995).
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censorship of theatre, the legalisation of abortion and homosexuality, and the rise of
liberation and student movements that rebelled against conservatism.61
Jenny Hazelgrove argues convincingly that changing attitudes towards women in
the second half of the twentieth century were a significant a factor in spiritualism’s decline.
The Great War offered women opportunities for new employment but these gains were
mostly temporary and they dwindled as men returned from the front. The continued
presence of women in traditional male occupations was potentially emasculating for exservicemen facing unemployment. This made a reversion to prewar norms easier. Female
employment remained provisional, and motherhood and domestic service were still
considered to be a woman’s primary social function.62
The war created opportunities for women in spiritualism and psychical research as
it had in other industries. As noted in Chapter One, the demand for mediums increased and
the conflict launched the careers of towering figures such as Gladys Osborne Leonard.63
Nea Walker was able to conduct her research because of Oliver Lodge’s burgeoning public
profile.64 Unlike male dominated industries, spiritualism and psychical research continued
to offer middle-class women an outlet for their creativity and intelligence in the interwar
period. Spiritualism may be interpreted as a form of creative writing. Geraldine Cummins
was a playwright before she became a medium. In 1918, the writer and a member of the
SPR, May Sinclair, used William James’ concept of “streams of consciousness” to describe a
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63 See pages 68-69.
64 See pages 201-203 of this dissertation.
61
62

321
new literary device most famously adopted by Virginia Woolf.65 In séance transcripts, Nea
Walker sorted streams of consciousness to delineate spirit identities. For example, during a
sitting with Leonard on 28 December 1917, three spirits seemed to be present, but the
details and descriptions overlapped or were inconsistent. Psychical researchers solved
these problems through a combination of supernormal theories and creative writing. The
artist Una Troubridge used the term “compound descriptions” to describe situations in
which one spirit shared characteristics belonging to two or more personalities. She
reasoned that since controls received communications from spirits through mental
impressions (telepathy), this required significant concentration on part of the
communicator. If the communicator’s thoughts wavered for only a moment, such as
thinking of another spirit known to the sitter, the impression could become combined with
the latter’s characteristics, and project a composite of two personalities.66 Nea Walker
concluded that Feda was too excited and therefore muddled the communications. She
explained that, “at the time” the sitting was “hopelessly confusing,” but after “writing it out,
I see that it is not so bad.”67 Troubridge and Walker were able to use psychical research to
freely engage in creative writing as well as scientific study.
Spiritualism empowered women but only to a certain extent. Consider the case of
L.A. Meurig-Morris. During the interwar period, she was a prolific trance lecturer, having
spoken for 105 consecutive Sundays (with the exception of Christmas Day) in the 1930s.
Sometimes her lectures lasted for over an hour. In October 1933, she signed a one-year
Johnson, Mourning and Mysticism, 153-186, Diane F. Gillespie, “May Sinclair and the
Stream of Consciousness: Metaphors and Metaphysics,” English Literature in Transition,
1880-1920 21, no. 2 (1978): 134-142.
66 Troubridge, “Modus Operandi in So-Called Mediumistic Trance,” PSPR, 374–7.
67 Nea Walker, December 28, 1917, Leonard Papers, CUL, MS SPR34/24/6, 32.
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contract with Aeolian Hall (which could seat between 500 to 1000) to give weekly lectures
on Sundays. Each lecture was transcribed verbatim exclusively in The Two Worlds.68
Despite Meurig-Morris’ labour and celebrity status, it was her male spirit control, named
“Power,” who received credit and authorship for the spiritual revelations. Her career was
also managed and financed by the playwright Lawrence Cowen. When the spiritualist press
covered her mediumship, it was either Cowen or Power who spoke on Meurig-Morris’
behalf.69 Although Ada Deane was able to deceive Arthur Conan Doyle and earn a
significant following, she was unable to take any credit for her work. Instead, she portrayed
herself as a passive vehicle and had to deny authorship over her spirit photographs lest she
be accused of fraud.
In the interwar period, women were the ideal mediums because of their apparent
sensitivity, simplicity, and domesticity.70 In Chapter Four, we saw how spiritualism could
reinforce domestic masculinity and femininity. It was no accident that psychical
researchers conducted mediumistic experiments in the domestic sphere; the mediums’ or
researchers’ homes.71 In the second half of the twentieth-century, women received more
opportunities. As Hazelgrove argues, late twentieth-century feminism rejected the idea that
“men should occupy the public sphere, women the private; that men are active, women are
passive; and that maternity is the sole function and destiny of women.”72 Mediums such as
See “‘Power’s’ Second Anniversary,” The Two Worlds 46, no. 2356 (January 20, 1933): 45,
“Mrs. Meurig Morris to Establish New Centre,” The Two Worlds 46, no. 2391 (September 22,
1933): 732, and “‘Power’s Work: Important Announcement,” The Two Worlds 46, no. 2392
(September 29, 1933): 754.
69 See Ibid. and James Leigh, “The Story of ‘Power’ and His Mediumship,” The Two Worlds
46, no. 2391 (September 22, 1933), 733.
70 Hazelgrove, Spiritualism and British society between the wars, 276.
71 Robertson, Science of the Séance, 43-45.
72 Hazelgrove Spiritualism and British society between the wars, 276.
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Eileen Garrett were able to continue their careers in the postwar era by embracing cultural
change. Garrett moved to the United States, established a publishing house, and in 1951 cofounded the Parapsychology Foundation. This self-assertiveness and independence was
more reflective of the postwar age than the gendered norms that shaped her mediumship
in the interwar period.73
The elements of Victorian and Edwardian culture that had made spiritualism a
socio-cultural force had been significantly challenged by the 1960s. Victorian sexual
restraints led women to transgress conservative values through mediumship. By the 1920s,
after the outbreak of the war, women mediums became sacred objects and were groomed
according to conservative images and domestic values. In the post-1945 era, these attitudes
were challenged. The idea of any universal codes of morality was further eroded by the
new physics. Although Einstein was quick to emphasize that relativity was an abstract
scientific principle, numerous Britons associated it with moral relativism. Morality
depended on one’s relative position, not an inherent code of ethics from a divine source.74
The type of spiritualism analyzed in this dissertation could hardly find the same popular
support after these broad changes to British culture and society.
Re/Enchantment, Myth and Memory
If spiritualism declined in the 1950s, it was not because Western society was finally
disenchanted. The postwar period saw the rise of UFOs, Scientology, Wiccans, New Age
mysticism and parapsychology. In the 1970s, psychics such as Uri Geller claimed to be able
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to bend spoons with their minds.75 Many of these movements share histories with the
previous occult practices. Theosophy has been identified as a precursor to the UFO
religions of the 1980s and 90s. As Christopher Patridge observes, Blavatsky’s occult
knowledge was said to come from a group of Eastern “masters” who imparted an “ancient
wisdom” and new scientific ideas to save humanity from potential catastrophe. This
tradition is mirrored in the belief that extraterrestrial “masters” are privy to a new science
so advanced that it appears as magic or occult.76 There has also been continuity between
spiritualism and the history of parapsychology. The magician James Randi has used
conjuring to discredit various paranormal claims. In a tactic that is reminiscent of those
used against spirit photographers, Randi has offered $1 million to anyone who can
demonstrate paranormal abilities under controlled settings. He also utilized television to
great affect when he exposed Uri Geller on Johnny Carson’s The Tonight Show in 1973.77 If
the exposure of mediums by the likes of Houdini represented the end of enchantment, it is
difficult to explain why history continues to repeat itself.
Statistics attest to sustained belief in the paranormal. A survey of British
paranormal beliefs in 2007 found that 62% believe in souls, 58% in premonitions, 47% in
life after death, 42% in ghosts, 41% in telepathy, 32% in necromancy, and 31% in UFOs. A
significant number believe that “dreams can predict the future” (35%), “that it is possible
to receive communication from the dead” (32%), while 36% have reported seeing a
For Geller and spoon-bending see H.M. Collins and T.J. Pinch, Frames of Meaning: The
Social Construction of Extraordinary Science (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982), 2546.
76 Christopher Partridge, “Understanding UFO Religions and abduction spiritualities,” in
UFO Religions, ed. Christopher Partridge, 45-62 (London and New York: Routledge, 2003),
8-12.
77 For more on Randi, see Collins and Pinch, Frames of Meaning, 154-176.
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ghost.78 The occult has also thrived in contemporary Western culture in television shows
such as Twin Peaks, The X-Files and Stranger Things not to mention countless movies,
novels, and comic books.79 Some have argued that postmodern disillusionment with the
grand narratives of the Enlightenment and modernity has led to a re-enchantment in the
West. But it is difficult to identify any point in the last few centuries where the West was
truly disenchanted.80
Enchantment is also necessary for conventional forms of remembrance. On 1 July
2016, 1,400 volunteers dressed in First World War uniforms across the United Kingdom to
commemorate the first day of the Somme Offensive. The actors were unable to speak, and
were instead instructed to share cards that identified them as a soldier who died on 1 July
1916. The concept was “partly inspired by tales of sightings during and after the First
World War by people who believed they had seen a dead loved one.”81 To mark the
centenary of the Canadian Corps’ capture of Vimy Ridge, 3,600 combat boots were used to
represent the soldiers who died on 9 April 1917. Dark tourism has also transformed former
battlefields into sacred places.82 For example, Australians conduct annual pilgrimages to
Gallipoli. Before the practice was banned in 2000, it was common for travellers to sleep on
the graves on Anzac eve. Other acts, such as swimming in Anzac Cove are considered
taboo. Many walk the former battlefields, or climb Shrapnel Gully to retrace the steps of the
IpsosMORI and Ben Schott, “Survey of Beliefs,” IpsosMORI, accessed June 29, 2018,
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/survey-beliefs.
79 See Jeffrey Kripal, Mutants and Mystics: Science Fiction, Super Hero Comics and the
Paranormal (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2011).
80 Josephson-Storm, Myth of Disenchantment, 35-37.
81 “About,” 14-18 NOW, accessed November 2018, https://becausewearehere.co.uk/weare-here-about/
82 “Borrow A Boot,” Veterans Affairs Canada, accessed November 2018,
http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/information-for/educators/learningmodules/vimy-ridge/borrow-a-boot
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legendary John Simpson Kirkpatrick and his donkey.83 As Bruce Scates observes, these
pilgrimages indicate “a ‘hunger for meaning’, a craving for ritual, a search for
transcendence” in a secular age.84 It takes enchantment to believe that names chiselled into
stone, or actors and boots, are the remains of the dead. Just as Britons in 1920 used ritual
and remembrance to transform the individual biological remains of one soldier into
everyone and no one, so too do we continue to conduct rituals in order to transcend the
distance between the past and the present. The war has passed from memory to history,
but those killed in the Great War remain simultaneously absent and present.85
Given the persistence of enchantment, it would be wrong to argue that spiritualism’s
rise and fall can simply be attributed to the Great War and its aftermath. Rather, this
dissertation has focused on a particular narrative and a specific manifestation of this
movement that was profoundly shaped by the war, and which is anachronistic from our
contemporary perspective. Supernormal enchantment made claims about destiny, the
evolution of life, universal brotherhood, and the meaning of suffering that are too romantic
for the post-1945 order. Spiritualists’ views regarding the Great War were shaped during
the height of the British Empire and a period of class conflict. Where was the social utopia
during the General Strike of 1926 and the Great Depression? The traumatic experiences of
shell-shocked soldiers placed them “out of time” and space. In an age of relativity, perhaps
time was not linear and humanity could regress instead of progress. 86 These developments
spoke to modernist writers and artists who rejected the high ideals of the war generation
John Hannaford and Janice Newton, “Sacrifice, grief and the sacred at the contemporary
‘secular’ pilgrimage to Gallipoli,” Borderlands 7, no. 1 (May 2008): 25-33.
84 Bruce Scates, Return To Gallipoli: Walking the Battlefields of the Great War (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), xx.
85 Thank you to Jay Winter for making this observation.
86 White, Other Worlds, 175-178, and Price, Loving Faster than Light, 26, 76-78.
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and whose views have come to dominate our understandings of the war. If spiritualist
conceptions of the war were in crisis during the 1920s and 30s, they spoke to even fewer
Britons after the Second World War. How could a devotion to evolutionary progress and an
unshakable faith in England’s destiny be sustained as Europe lay in rubble in 1945 and
national liberation movements threatened empires?
It is no coincidence that, beginning in the 1960s, the historiography of the Great War
underwent significant transformations. Enchantment did not cease, but the meaning of the
war and its lessons changed. Part of the reason was Britain’s ambivalent place in the war.
France had been invaded by Germany, and victory had restored French control of Alsace
and Lorraine. In Germany and Italy, millions had “died for nothing.” As Jay Winter observes,
in Britain, it was a “pyrrhic victory” that domestic and international events of the interwar
period helped cast in a far more pessimistic light. Terms like “glory,” “duty” and “honour”
became hollow overtime.87 Books such as Alan Clark’s The Donkeys reflected these
changes.88 Clark presented a distorted history of the British Army in the First World War.
By taking quotations out of context and omitting others, Douglas Haig was portrayed as
incompetent and stupid, and the losses under his command were unnecessary and
wasteful.89 These views reverberated in popular culture. The BBC’s successful Great War
documentary series that marked the 50th-anniversary of the conflict cemented the myths of
futility, waste, disillusionment and incompetence.90 Dan Todman attributes the dominance
of the more sceptical attitudes, at least partly, to the death of veterans, which made it
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difficult for those who experienced the war to counter this emerging narrative.91 However,
there was a significant effort to interview remaining veterans of the Great War starting in
the 1980s, and these subjects included those who once believed in the causes for which the
war was fought.92 It was not just that alternative narratives had died away, but also that
veterans misremembered or rewrote their experiences in the face of new sensibilities.93
As this dissertation has shown, spiritualism and psychical research had overlapping
histories in the war’s cultural memory. The prophecies that were popular amongst
spiritualists reflected an unerring faith in progress; spiritualists tolerated the war under
the assumption that it would lead to a new millennium or spiritual utopia. Will R. Bird
could write about his abnormal experiences on the Western Front in 1929 but had to
remove most of them in 1968 to sell his memoir. During the war, a national and imperial
community was viscerally felt across geography and class. At the same time, the novelty of
wireless telegraphy and telephones left people to wonder if it was possible for the living
and Great War’s dead to communicate through the mysterious and uncharted world of the
subconscious. Or maybe they would appear on the photographic plate to prove that the war
had been fought for a higher purpose? It was not just that these people were suffering from
a will to believe. They were learning how to respond to and cope with mass death during a
war that they had reason to believe was righteous and just. They were intrigued by
scientific experts and notable public figures who told them that the veil between life and
death was very thin. They recognized the familiar Christian notions of sacrifice, suffering,
resurrection, and redemption that had been so essential in their upbringing. They had
Todman, The Great War, 205-238.
See for example Peter Hart, Voices from the Front: An Oral History of the Great War
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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strange experiences, and experimented with séances and spirit photography in order to
understand them. Sometimes they simply could not explain what they witnessed. The
broader effect was to believe in a universe filled with purpose, and the promise of a better
world. After Auschwitz and Hiroshima, it was difficult to believe in these ideals, or remain
confident that a great new spiritual age could be achieved through bloodshed.
Perhaps one major reason spiritualism and psychical research did not have the
same potency after the Second World War was because of that conflict’s less ambiguous
nature. The First World War was fought to maintain the status quo, leading to a host of
contradictions and exaggerated hopes that enchanted syncretic philosophies such as
spiritualism were equipped to reconcile. The consent and sacrifices of the masses had to be
rewarded with tangible economic benefits, but these could only come at the expense of the
elites. The war was justified as a struggle between democracy and autocracy but Britain
suffered from its own inequality. Britons were promised a greater society but the financial,
material, and human resources necessary for such a reconstruction were brought to the
brink by 1918. The idealism of national self-determination stimulated spiritualists’ hopes
of a new brotherhood as well as national liberation movements that threatened British
Imperialism.94 For the privileged classes, spiritualism represented continuity of power and
culture, and a validation of their patriotism and spirituality through demonstrable scientific
“facts.” In the séance, the war was revealed to be the beginning of a heaven on earth forged
in their image by their children. The Second World War was less ambiguous and the victory
less pyrrhic. Was the necessity of the war in doubt as Nazis invasion spread across Europe
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and threatened the British Isles or when British soldiers entered Bergen-Belsen?95 Public
knowledge of the Holocaust only solidified the myth of the “good war” versus the futile
farce of “the war to end all war.”
In Sassoon’s Memoirs of a Fox Hunting Man, the protagonist, George Sherston,
arrives at the front, imagining that the Great War’s dead are in a state of glory and
splendour in the afterlife. In 1915, there were few people in Britain who had not heard of
the miracle at Mons. Sherston however, becomes disillusioned with the romantic portrait of
war. While in the hospital he meets an older gentleman who trains Labradors. In contrast
to the young Sherston, “the Theosophist,” as he identifies him, wears a monocle and has
“iron grey hair.” As Sherston grumbles about the war, the Theosophist assures him of
eternal progress in “higher planes of existence.” The war, he explains, is the work of the
“Celestial Surgeon” improving humanity. Sherston responds by asking him if his dogs won
prizes by biting “one another to death.”96 When ghosts appear in most of Sassoon’s writings
they are mutilated and grotesque figures that elicit pity, empathy and fill Sassoon with
guilt. As the drill sergeant states in Sassoon’s Conscripts, “Magic? What’s magic got to do
with you?/ There’s no such thing! Blood’s red, and skies are blue.”97 Similarly, Charles
Edward Montague’s Disenchantment is one of the first and most visceral attacks against
romanticism by a Great War veteran. “All mortal things are subject to decay,” he wrote, “the
literary braves who felt that they had supped too full of peace, have died in their beds, or
lost their voice.” In place of these old men and their creeds arose “a different breed… For
For the British liberation of Bergen-Belsen see Joanne Reilly, Belsen: The Liberation of a
Concentration Camp (London: Routledge, 1998) and Mark Celinscak, Distance from the
Belsen Heap: Allied Forces and the Liberation of a Nazi Concentration Camp (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2015).
96 Sassoon, Complete Memoirs of George Sherston, 526-527.
97 Quoted in Dollar, “Ghost Imagery in the War Poems of Siegfried Sassoon,” 235-36, 241.
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them Bellona has not the mystical charm.” The soldiers of the Great War “have seen
trenches full of gassed men and the queue of their friends at the brothel-door in Bethune.
At the heart of the magical rose was seated an earwig.”98 This is an assessment of a magical
disenchantment firmly anchored in postwar nihilism.99 This dissertation has provided
another view. The Great War did not lead to the complete disenchantment of the world,
even for those who experienced its horrors. For many, it reinvigorated their magical
thinking. Sherston’s ghosts were far more durable and relevant in the interwar period.
Sassoon’s portrait has become typical of mainstream thought, but between 1914 and 1939,
very different ghosts haunted Britain.
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Appendix: List of London Mediums (1914-1916)
Women Mediums/Healers
Mrs. Wesley Adams
Mrs. Nesta Albridge
Olive Arundel-Starl
Ramion Astley
Mrs. Frances Bacon
Miss Baker
Annetta Banbury
Mrs. Mora Baugh
Mrs. Beumont-Sigall
Miss Bishop
Mrs. N. Bloodworth
Mrs. Boddington
Mrs. Annie Brittain (wife)
Joan Bryce
Mrs. Caesar
Mrs. Cameron
E.A. Cannock
Miss Chapin
Miss Marie Conchessa
Lois Couch
Cecil Crofts
Mrs. Dagmer
Miss Davidson
Mary Davies
Miss Cara de Lynn
Mara de Rousse
Miss Eimern
Mrs. Ernest
Mrs. Eunson
Mrs. Fairlough Smith
Mrs. S. Fielder
Mrs. Frost M. Frontel
Mrs. G.
Miss Gierson
Miss Giffen
Anna Gillespie
Miriam Godfrey
Mary Gordon
Grace Hanes
Miss Adah Harding

Male Mediums/Healers
Mr. Boddington
Mr. von Bourg
Ronald Brailey
Mr. F. Brittain (husband)
Henry P. Cave
Joseph Clow
William Fitch-Ruffle
Mr. John Fricker
Mr. W.L. Grant
Mr. Irving (husband)
Albert S. Knight
Mr. Langdon
Horace Leafe
John Lobb
Thomas F. Matthews
Mr. Robert McAllen
Alfred Vout Peters
Mr. Ramananda
Mr. A. Rex
Percy R. Street
J.J. Vango
Mr. L. White
Theodore Wynne
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Miss Sarah Harris
Susanna Harris
Irene Hope
Miss A. Hylton
Mrs. Mary Inkpen
Mrs. Irving (wife)
Clara Irwin
Mrs. Jacques
Mrs. B. Johnston
Mrs. Jolleff
Mrs. Lamb-Fernie
Mrs. Kathleen Lawrence
Miss Le Ddra
Naomi Lee
Zeilah Lee
Mrs. Leguevin
Mrs. St. Leonard
Mrs. Osborne Leonard
Sarah Lloyd
Mrs. Lobb
Leta Lynn
Miss Mackenzie
Mrs. Martin
Miss Helena Maude
Mrs. Mayes (mother)
Miss Mayes (daughter)
Mrs. McAlister
Vera Mervyn
Beatrice Moore
Mrs. Emmeline Moore
Mrs. Newcombe
Mrs. Norman
Mrs. Nottage
Clare O’Hadley
Martha Olgivie
Mrs. M.E. Orlowski
Miss Violet Ortner
Mrs. Parr
Edith Patterson
Mrs. Paulet
Mrs. Place-Veary
Miss B. Ponecella
Mrs. Quinton
Mrs. Marcia Rae
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Ann Ratty
Estelle Ricardo
Mrs. Richardson
Mrs. Ridley
Miss Rimbrow-Jones
Mrs. John Roberts
Miss Eliza Ross
Elizabeth L. Silverwood
Mrs. Skinner
Mrs. B.S. Smith
Mrs. W.F. Smith
Rose Stanesby
Mrs. Sutton
Mrs. Valetta
Marion Wilson
Helena Worthington
Havilana Zitta
Note: The mediums listed here were tallied from Light’s advertisements between January 3,
1914 and December 30, 1916. Those whose genders could be identified either by title or
given name are listed here. It should be noted that there is a risk of double counting since
some mediums may have married between 1914 and 1916. However, even if we only count
those who identified as “Mrs.” in their advertisements (and this would certainly
overestimate the risk of double counting), we are still left with a significant gender
disparity; a ratio of over 2:1 (49 women and 23 men).
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